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Position Summary:

e Migrants and refugees'rights are fundamental human rights.

e Member States must implement the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and
Regular Migration (GCM) at all levels.

e Global cooperationisrequired to address the challenges associated with the
issues of migration. Unified actions from Member States, the private sector,
NGOs and civil society are necessary to create awareness for this specific group
and remove systemic barriers faced by all women and girl migrants and refugees.

e |tisimperative that the global community eliminates gender stereotyping and
incorporates a gender perspective in all aspects of the justice system,
particularly concerning all women and girl asylum seekers and refugees.

Definitions

Refugees and migrants are often discussed together, yet each group has distinct legal
definitions and protections. Under the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, a
refugee is someone who is unable to return to their country of origin due to a “well-
founded fear of persecution” based on grounds such as race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group, or political opinion. Notably, gender-based
persecution is not explicitly recognised as a ground for asylum determination in the 1951
Refugee Convention.

In contrast, migrants cross borders - voluntarily or involuntarily - for reasons related to
employment, education, family reunification, economic necessity, or environmental
factors. Although these two categories are legally distinct, the realities of displacement
often conflate the two: refugees and migrants may travel along the same routes,
confront similar dangers, and grapple with overlapping challenges. For women and
girls, these risks are intensified because of their gender, including child, early and
forced marriage, sexual violence, and other forms of gender-based discrimination.
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The factors that drive migration are complex, often consisting of a web of interrelated
reasons that compel individuals to leave their country of origin. Although women and
girls are also forced to migrate for many of the same reasons as men and boys - poverty,
economic inequalities, oppression, conflict, war, disasters, and climate change - they
also face additional drivers that often compel them to leave their homes in search of
safety.

Where things stand...

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 122.6
million people worldwide had been forcibly displaced by mid-2024, due to persecution,
conflict, violence, and human rights violations. Nearly half of all forcibly displaced
persons are women and girls; in many crisis settings, about 50 percent of refugee or
internally displaced women experience sexual violence. Some conflict-affected
populations have reported intimate partner violence rates of up to 65%, while child
marriage among certain refugee communities has more than doubled compared to pre-
crisis levels. These figures reflect a growing crisis, particularly for women and girls.
Understanding this web of influences is essential to addressing the root causes of
forced migration and the specific vulnerabilities that women and girls face.

Violence: Including domestic abuse, child, early, and forced marriage, and female
genital mutilation (FGM) forces many women and girls to flee their country of origin.
They may flee war or conflict, only to encounter violence along migration routes and in
destination countries. Some women and girls may be trafficked for labour or sexual
exploitation; the majority of those trafficked for sexual exploitation are female. Women
and girls also comprise 35 per cent of those trafficked for forced labour.

Discrimination: Women and girls disproportionately face gender-biased structural
inequalities, laws, cultural norms, and discrimination, creating barriers to education,
training, lifelong learning, reproductive and health care, and decent work. Many women
and girls migrate into the informal sector, lacking labour or social protections,
increasing their vulnerability and restricting their economic, social, and political
participation. If other countries do not allow refugees to enter or protect them, they
remainin anintolerable situation where their basic human rights, security, and even
their lives are in danger.

Challenges Beyond Initial Migration: As refugees and migrants, women and girls
frequently encounter new forms of violence and vulnerability along migration routes or
in host countries. Restrictive legal frameworks and cultural barriers limit their access
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to education, healthcare (including reproductive care), or formal employment,
increasing their vulnerability.

UN Global Compact for Migration: The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Reqular
Migration (GCM), also known as the Marrakech Convention, is the first inter-
governmentally negotiated document on migration. It was approved in 2018 by 163
Member States. The GCM aims to address the causes of migration and improve
migration management through international cooperation, while respecting state
sovereignty and international law. It is a non-legally binding framework that emphasises
the rule of law, due process, and access to justice, while promoting gender equality and
the empowerment of women and girls. Rooted in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, the GCM highlights the importance of gender equality and youth
empowerment, with specific objectives to improve conditions that reduce the need for
migration, ensure equal pay for equal work, protect women at risk (including victims of
trafficking), provide access to healthcare and education, and support the leadership
and participation of migrant women in society and the economy.

Additional Frameworks: A broader international legal framework also protects migrant
women and girls from violence and exploitation. The Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW, 1979) and its General
Recommendations 26 (2008) and 38 (2022) address gender-based discrimination,
trafficking, and other vulnerabilities in migration, while the Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC, 1989) provides protection for migrant girls. The International Convention
on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families
(1990) recognises labour and social rights, reinforced by ILO Convention 189 (2011) on
Decent Work for Domestic Workers and the Committee on Migrant Workers' General
Recommendation 1(2011). The 2008 Declaration on Social Justice marks the need for
measures protecting migrant women and girls in high-risk sectors.

Where things need to go...

Refugees fleeing persecution require specific legal protections. States are obligated
under international law to safeguard those who cannot rely on their own governments -
often the source of their persecution - by ensuring consistent, humane reception
conditions and procedures for recognising refugee status. Too often, definitions of
“refugee” and “migrant” vary across jurisdictions, fragmenting protections and leaving
some forcibly displaced people - particularly women and girls - at risk of exploitation or
trafficking. Harmonising these interpretations and explicitly recognising gender-based
vulnerability in domestic legislation can help close protection gaps.
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Beyond immediate protection, refugees need safe access to robust support services,
including physical and mental healthcare and quality education programmes. This is
especially true for women and girls who may have experienced trauma, violence, or
interrupted schooling. Facilities in refugee camps and host countries must address
reproductive healthcare, psychosocial support, and child-friendly spaces. Equitable
access to education fosters resilience and long-term integration.

Strengthening national legislation and policy frameworks is essential to protect
refugees and migrants from exploitation and abuse. Laws should recognise and
respond to the heightened risks women and girls face, providing clear pathways to
justice for gender-based violence. Equally important is the systematic collection and
disaggregation of data - by sex, age, and other variables - to build evidence-based
policies and track effective interventions. Where definitions remain ambiguous,
consistent legal standards for identifying, registering, and supporting refugees can
ensure that fundamental human rights are upheld, regardless of the country of asylum.
Ultimately, a coordinated, gender-responsive approach - grounded in international legal
frameworks and supported by states, NGOs, and civil society - ensures that forcibly
displaced individuals, especially women and girls, receive the protection and
opportunities they deserve.

Fundamental Action:

Soroptimist International calls upon all UN Member States and other stakeholders to
ensure that the rights of all refugee and migrant women and girls are respected,
protected and fulfilled. Soroptimist International calls for:

e Member States to honour their shared responsibility to protect the rights of
refugees, asylum seekers and migrants, including all women and girls, by
safequarding the human rights and dignity of all migrants, regardless of status,
and providing adequate legal representation and access to justice;

e Member States to sign, ratify and implement the GCM, as well as all other
international agreements that protect the rights of migrants;

¢ National policies should recognise the root causes of migration by all women
and girls and challenge the policies, practices and social norms that drive female
migrants to leave their home countries, while Member States must strongly
condemn all forms of racism, sexism and xenophobia directed at migrants,
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including all women and girls;

e Governments should invest in better support facilities for all migrants and
refugees, especially health and education;

e Member States to collaborate with CSOs and relevant stakeholders; and

e Encourage the recognition of gender-based persecution (including forced
marriage and other forms of violence against women and girls) as a ground for
refugee or protected status within the 1951 Refugee Convention.

Additional Action:

e Support the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants,
working with regional entities and local governments—who provide essential
services to migrants—to urge action on implementation of the GMC;

e Promote systematic collection and disaggregation of migration data by sex, age,
and other relevant factors, ensuring policies are evidence-based and targeted to
the needs of women and girls;

e Urge governments to create or expand safe and legal pathways, including family
reunification programmes, prioritising women and girls facing imminent threat;
and

e Strengthen accountability and access to justice by holding perpetrators of
trafficking and violence accountable, coupled with survivor-centred services
accessible to women and girls in both transit and host countries.

Where Soroptimist International Stands:

Soroptimist International advocates for the rights of all women and girls, including
refugees and migrants.

e Educate displaced women and girls about their rights and available resources,
building awareness of protection mechanisms, legal frameworks, and pathways
to self-sufficiency, while also informing local communities to challenge harmful
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norms and practices.

e Empower forcibly displaced women and girls by involving them in leadership and
decision-making, ensuring their experiences shape policy solutions, and
offering skill-building initiatives that foster economic independence.

e Enable forcibly displaced women and girls to fully participate in society by
ensuring safe, accessible healthcare, education, and legal services, forging
partnerships among governments, NGOs, and communities, and tackling
barriers that hinder their potential.
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