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INTRODUCTION 
 

In January 2011, the Center for Human Rights and Global Justice (CHRGJ) at NYU School of Law 
conducted a survey of households in four camps for internally displaced persons (IDPs) in and 
around Port-au-Prince, Haiti.  This briefing paper presents preliminary data from the survey, 
focusing on reported incidents of sexual violence.  An alarming 14% of households surveyed 
reported that, since the earthquake, one or more members of their household had been victimized 
by rape or unwanted touching or both.1   

 
CHRGJ designed the survey to capture information about gender-based violence and its potential 
links to economic and social rights violations.  The survey is one element in a larger CHRGJ study 
combining quantitative and qualitative methods.  Due to resource constraints, the sample size—365 
households—is relatively small by social science standards.  It was collected using a modified 
systematic sampling method and is not representative of the whole IDP population.  Despite these 
limitations, CHRGJ’s results are likely indicative of patterns and trends.  Specifically, the data 
presented here may suggest the scope of the human rights problem and its contours in a way that 
traditional human rights case collection methods cannot.  CHRGJ will publish its complete results, 
in-depth analysis of the connections between gender-based violence and violations of the right to 
food and water, and recommendations in a report later in 2011.   

 
BACKGROUND 

 

More than one year after the earthquake, the situation in Haiti remains bleak.  It is estimated that 
more than 810,000 people are still living in some 1,000 displacement camps in Port-au-Prince and 
surrounding areas.2  Most live in camps without enclosed shelter,3 and many camps still have either 
no lighting at all or inadequate lighting at best.4  Recent reports suggest that large proportions of 
camps still do not have access to a safe water supply, leading many to drink untreated water.5  
Hunger remains a chronic problem.6  Many displacement camps lack toilets or latrines of any kind, 
and where toilets are provided, they are often used by hundreds—sometimes thousands—of 
people.7  Serious health problems have taken root in these conditions.  As of January 28, 2011, 
cholera had killed more than 4,000 individuals, with more than 200,000 cases reported since the 
outbreak was first confirmed in October 2010.8 
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Service providers and human rights organizations have documented hundreds of cases of sexual 
violence since the earthquake, and report that fear of rape and other sexual violence within the 
camps is high.9  Sexual violence is one form of gender-based violence that abrogates fundamental 
human rights.10  The U.N. Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, its Causes and 
Consequences recently denounced the vulnerability of women to sexual and domestic violence in 
Haiti’s displacement camps, noting that “in the aftermath of an emergency, pre-existing 
vulnerabilities and patterns of discrimination and human rights violations are often exacerbated.”11 
In November 2010, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights granted a request for 
Precautionary Measures concerning gender-based violence in Haiti, urging the government of Haiti 
to take immediate action to prevent sexual violence against women and girls in IDP camps.12    
 

METHODS 
 

Researchers administered the survey in four camps spanning three different communes in the 
greater metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince: Terrain de Golf (Delmas), Place St. Pierre (Pétionville), 
Champs de Mars (Port-au-Prince), and Parc Jean Marie Vincent (Port-au-Prince).  CHRGJ selected 
this set of camps to include both large and small camps, camps with official camp management 
agencies (CMAs) and those without, and camps within the commune of Port-au-Prince and in the 
nearby communes of Delmas and Pétionville. 
 
Surveys were administered using a systematic sample design, surveying every nth household.13  
Interviewers were instructed to approach one household after counting a specified number of 
shelters and to commence this procedure again after every competed survey.  Depending on the size 
of the camp, interviewers approached every three shelters, every five shelters, or every ten shelters 
for a specified period of time.  Interviewers administered the survey to the first available and 
consenting resident over 18 years of age in each household they approached, whether male or 
female.  In total, there were 264 female respondents, 99 male, and 2 in which gender was 
unreported.  Early efforts to administer a number of surveys in each camp proportional to the size 
of the camp population were abandoned when they proved impractical given logistical and security 
concerns.  While the systematic design was followed as carefully as possible, the method was 
adjusted when necessary due to logistical or security issues.  For example, when interviewers felt 
their safety was compromised, time spent in one camp was reduced from a full day to a half day.  
This and similar adjustments resulted in some problems maintaining the desired sampling strategy.  
The resulting sample is thus a convenience sample collected in a modified systematic manner.   

Each survey took between fifteen minutes and one hour to complete and all surveys were 
administered in Haitian Kreyòl.  Haitian interviewers were trained to note commentary outside the 
parameters of the response options while administering each survey.  This additional qualitative data 
will augment quantitative data.  The interviewers were also trained to note signs of distress and to 
talk through detailed referral options with respondents who expressed the need for legal, medical, 
and/or psychosocial services related to gender-based violence.   

CHRGJ staff and students enrolled in the Global Justice Clinic at NYU School of Law made up the 
core NYU research team that designed the study and trained the Haitian survey team.  The interview 
team was made up of Haitians trained in field research methods, many experienced in collecting 
survey data.  A Haitian field manager with extensive experience conducting surveys supervised the 
interview team, and a Haitian project advisor worked with the core research team on site.  Data 
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analysis was performed by the NYU research team, with input from data specialists at NYU and 
elsewhere. 

The NYU research team designed the survey questionnaire to collect quantitative data on the 
experiences and opinions of displaced Haitians concerning sexual violence, access to food, and 
access to water and sanitation services.  Members of the research team piloted a draft of the survey 
in Port-au-Prince in October 2010 and collected feedback from Haitian experts and women living in 
IDP camps.  This feedback informed the structure of the survey, the phrasing of questions about 
rape and forced sex, and the content of categorical answers. The NYU University Committee on 
Activities Involving Human Subjects reviewed and approved the study design. 

FINDINGS 
 

Experience of Sexual Violence since the Earthquake 
 

14% of respondents reported that, since the earthquake, one or more members of their household 
had been victimized by either rape or unwanted touching or both (referred to together here as 
“sexual violence”).  9% of all respondents surveyed reported that one or more members of their 
household had been “raped or forced into having sex when they did not want to” since the 
earthquake.14  8% of respondents reported that one or more members of their household had been 
“touched in a way you or they did not want to be touched, not including rape or forced sex”15 since 
the earthquake.16   

Not all survey respondents who reported an incident of sexual violence provided the gender and age 
of the victim.  However, of those who reported gender, the vast majority (about 86%) were women 
and girls.17  Notably, men and boys made up about 14% of victims whose gender was reported.18  
Most sexual assault victims whose gender was reported were women in their early twenties.  There 
were a number of female victims in their early teens.  The youngest victim whose age was reported 
was a 4-year-old boy.  

FIGURE 1. 
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FIGURE 2. 

 
 
Many survey respondents did not provide data on the location of the incidents of sexual violence.  
Among respondents who provided details, the victim’s shelter was the most common, followed by 
going to or coming from gathering water.  Respondents reported that incidents occurred both 
during the day and at night. 

Fear of Sexual Violence One Year after the Earthquake 
 

Almost 60% of respondents said they were afraid of sexual violence against themselves or members 
of their household in the preceding month.19  There was very little difference between male and 
female respondents on this question.  70% of the respondents reported being more worried about 
sexual violence after the earthquake than before.20  Here, the gender divide was notable, with about 
72% of female respondents expressing increased worry compared to about 61% of male 
respondents.21  About 7% of female respondents said they experienced about the same amount of 
worry about sexual violence as before the earthquake, as compared to about 13% of male 
respondents.22  26% of male respondents and 20% of female respondents reported feeling less 
worried after the earthquake than before.  
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FIGURE 3. 

 
 
 

SEXUAL VIOLENCE DATA IN CONTEXT 
 

The proportion of households in the CHRGJ survey reporting incidents of sexual violence are 
higher than other studies conducted in Haiti before and after the earthquake.  Although it is 
impossible to directly compare data gathered using different techniques and varied definitions of 
sexual violence, data from other studies of sexual violence in Haiti provide context for 
understanding the CHRGJ data.  A 2005 survey conducted in Port-au-Prince using random GPS 
coordinate sampling found that 3.1% of households surveyed had been victims of sexual violence 
during the 22-month period under assessment.23  A study conducted using similar methods in Port-
au-Prince following the earthquake found that about 3% of the individuals in the sample had 
experienced sexual violence during the first two months after the earthquake.24  Another study 
conducted in one IDP camp, Parc Jean-Marie Vincent, found that 4.1% of the respondents in a 
stratified random sample reported that members of their household had been victims of forced sex 
during the 12-week period since the earthquake.25  In the CHRGJ survey, which covered a full year 
following the earthquake, 14% of households reported having members who suffered one or more 
instances of sexual violence, and 9% who suffered rape or forced sex.26  Because each study used 
different methods and different definitions of sexual violence, direct comparison across these studies 
is not possible.  However, the CHRGJ study appears to confirm the concern voiced by both 
grassroots and international NGOs—that sexual violence against individuals living in camps is 
occurring at alarming rates.27 

 
Findings concerning the pervasiveness of sexual violence, however, must be interpreted with 
caution.  There are many reasons for under-reporting.  To encourage candor and to avoid putting 
respondents at risk, CHRGJ did not include questions about the identities of perpetrators.  In Haiti, 
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studies suggest that shame, fear of retaliation, and very low prosecution rates for sexual violence 
contribute to underreporting.28  In addition, respondents may not have known about all acts of 
sexual violence that had been inflicted on members of their household, leading to accidental 
underreporting.  Even if they had complete knowledge of such incidents, some respondents may 
have been reluctant to report such incidents, perhaps especially to male interviewers.29  Other studies 
have suggested that intrafamilial sexual violence is likely to go unreported in Haiti,30and may be 
particularly prevalent in households where other forms of domestic violence are taking place.31  
Finally, while studies often survey only respondents over age 18, reports indicate that significant 
numbers of victims of sexual violence in Haiti are under 18,32 meaning that data collected from 
respondents over 18 may tend to understate the full extent of the problem.   
 
It is well documented that sexual violence often increases in post-disaster settings, where 
infrastructure is damaged, security services are overstretched, and living conditions are poor.  In the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, for example, reported cases of sexual violence more than tripled.33   
After the South Asian tsunami in 2004, studies similarly reported an increase in sexual violence.34    
 

EMERGING ISSUES 
 

This briefing paper focuses on survey results pertaining to household experiences with sexual 
violence.  The survey addressed a wide range of additional issues, including perceptions of 
vulnerability and access to food, water, and sanitation services.  Preliminary analysis of the survey 
data suggests some pressing issues for further research and discussion.  Many of these issues will be 
explored in the next—qualitative—phase of the project.  The full results of the study, including 
analysis of additional survey data, data collected through qualitative methods, and detailed 
recommendations, will be explored in a detailed report to be published at the closure of the project.    
 
Potential Correlation between Food Insecurity and Sexual Violence 
 

Responses to questions aimed at assessing levels of hunger suggest alarmingly high levels of food 
insecurity, with a large proportion of respondents indicating that they had gone at least one full day 
in the past week without food.  Preliminary analysis also suggests there may be a correlation between 
levels of hunger and sexual violence.  Survey respondents who reported having experienced sexual 
violence themselves were also notably less likely to report having eaten every day in the past week 
than respondents who were not victims of sexual violence.   

Perceived Increases in Transactional or “Survival” Sex 
 

Also striking was the high level of agreement about the prevalence of—and commentary about—the 
practice of young girls and adult women trading sex for food, money, protection, or shelter since the 
earthquake (a phenomenon often called “transactional” or “survival” sex).  A difficult issue to 
address given both existing practices and issues of stigma, the survey results suggest that camp 
residents believe that trading sex for basic needs has become a more common survival strategy for 
women and girls in the camps since the earthquake.  
  
Differing Levels of Vulnerability in Managed as Compared with Unmanaged Camps  
 

Previous assessments have suggested that conditions in camps without official camp management 
agencies (CMAs) tend to be worse than those in camps with CMAs.35  CHRGJ’s preliminary data 
indicate that a similar dynamic may be present concerning sexual violence in the camps surveyed.  
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For example, 18% of households in one unmanaged camp in the sample, Champs de Mars in Port-
au-Prince, reported experiencing sexual violence compared with 10% of households in Terrain de 
Golf, one of the managed camps in the sample.36  This may be a particularly significant finding given 
that as of January 2011, more than 50% of all camps still lacked official NGO management.37  
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