3.3 Transcript of audio recording: The UNICEF Operations Officer 

Objectives

· Convey the potential impact on a beneficiary resulting from sexual relationships between humanitarian workers and beneficiaries

· Provide reflection on potential motivations and pressures that may be involved in sexual relationships with beneficiaries

Concept

An interview with an 19 year old single, female refugee. She lives in a room in a provincial town where UNICEF has a sub office to better serve over 150,000 refugees who fled to the area the year before. Two sisters live with her in this room, including the eldest sister’s 10 year old daughter and 12 year old son.

This young woman is being interviewed regarding her relationship with a UNICEF Operations Officer who does not live in the town, but travels frequently to the sub office from the capital for a week or longer each month to assist the sub office with its financial practices. He is married with a small child. His spouse and child live in the capital city where UNICEF’s CO is located.  

SCRIPT

Hi, thank you for allowing us to interview you.  What is your name and how old are you? 

My name is Maria Rivera. I am 19 years old.  


How would you describe yourself?

I enjoy music and dancing. Before coming here, I had just graduated from high school.  My plans were to go to university and study mathematics.  My sisters tell me I am funny and pretty. I am a refugee.

How did you meet Raphael, the UNICEF Operations Officer?

I met him at a food distribution point where he was working. We chatted for about 10 minutes, and then he asked me where I was staying, saying he would help me carry the food home.  When I explained that I lived in town, he said he would give me a ride. I immediately accepted because typically I would have had to find transport in the back of a lorry to take me back to town.  So Raphael gave me a ride back to my room..  

He returned later that night and asked if I would like to go to a bar he knew just outside our town for dancing and a drink.  

Did you see Raphael after that? 

I saw him every night that week.  We would go to the bar. Always he would buy me drinks and food. He was generous. 

From then on, every time he was working here, he would visit me. I would spend most nights with him when he was in town and we had sex every time.  

Maria, what did your family think about your relationship with Raphael?

My younger sister warned me that he might just be using me for sexual favours and to be very careful not to get pregnant. But she liked the food he gave us as it was better than what we could have gotten on our own.  My eldest sister was strongly for the relationship. Raphael helped her with my niece and nephew’s school fees and uniforms. If he had not helped, most likely my niece would have dropped out of school. 

How did you think Raphael felt toward you?

Usually, I think Raphael liked me.  He would send a message to me that he was coming, and he would spend most of all his free time with me. Once I saw him with another woman and child. He told me that they were a friend’s family who was visiting and he was showing them around.

So, was that how you learned about Raphael’s family?

Not at that time, but I began to become suspicious when I asked if I could travel with him to the capital, and maybe get a room and he could help me get some type of work there, maybe with an NGO. He said it was not possible. He said that it was best that we continued to meet here. From that point on, I think I knew. I didn’t want to admit it - but I knew.

Was there anything else that bothered you about the relationship?

Once, some of his friends from work walked into the bar where we were, and he ignored me for the entire time they were there. He acted as if he did not know me at all. The whole thing made me feel cheap - maybe my younger sister was right and he was using me for sex.

Sometimes he would say hurtful things about ‘these refugees’ such as ‘they are all thieves’.  I would remind him that I was a refugee, and he would say ‘yes, they are all thieves like I said!’ 

I also found some of his sexual customs strange, but believed that they were related to his culture. 

For example? 

Sometimes Raphael could be very rough - especially if he had a lot to drink. I would have bruises on my arms and thighs. My eldest sister told me that some men are like that and to just put up with it.

Did you ever try to say anything to him about his behaviour?  

I did not want to have him ‘chased away’ by my complaints. My elder sister depended upon him for the children’s school fees and their uniforms. She said I was young and would not always be a refugee. So I tolerated his bad behaviour and did not say anything.

What happened with the relationship?

Just after a year from the time I began to see him, Raphael told me he was leaving. He said that he was being assigned by UNICEF to another country  - and that he probably would not be seeing me again, or not for a long time.

I started to cry as I did not know how we were going to survive without his financial assistance. He simply sat next to me with his arm around me and then finally said, ‘please don’t spoil our last evening together.’  We had sex that night and he left the next morning and I have not seen him since.  Before he left, he gave me $100 USD. 

Did you hear from him again?

After that, I received several letters, one of which had some small money which he said to give to my sister for her children’s school fees. Another time I received this small package that had a nice shirt in it and a letter that saying how much he missed me. And then there was nothing more. It made me feel cheap and used - and stupid for thinking somehow I was different from the other refugee girls with foreign boyfriends. I guess I wasn’t. And that hurts.

Now that a year has passed, and as you think about this relationship, what did you get from it?  

For a while, I think I got hope that a ‘normal’ life would return one day. I got some money, nice gifts, clothes, and transport that made our lives easier.   Now, I know that this was temporary. But I have a bitter taste in my mouth, because I let him use me because I so wanted what he had. When you are a refugee, you can’t think like a ‘normal’ person. Life as a refugee is very different from any life you thought you had before! When it comes to your physical needs, you find you will begin to do anything to see that you have food, or those few extras, and that the children’s school fees are paid or medicines are there when you need them.

Why did you agree to this interview?

Because I want humanitarian workers to understand that when you are a refugee, your needs are overwhelming and you will do almost anything to try and meet those needs.  You want to believe, and tell yourself to believe, that the relationship is okay - even when it is not good. The situation seems to make you go beyond your ability to control or to say ‘no’. Even when you know it is not right.

Participant discussion

In one word, how would you summarize how you felt listening to the young woman?  Have the participants write this  one word down on a piece of paper. (Allow participants at least 3-4 mins to do this. It is difficult to summarize in one word, but when you can, the effect is often more powerful.)

Go around the room, and request participants to state ‘their word.’

Do not ask for comments or discussion until everyone has reported on their word.
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