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INDIA: Only a new law will guarantee Indian women 
have rights to land: scientist 

By Rina Chandran 

 

Reuters (21.12.2016) - http://reut.rs/2hr94LY - India must pass a law granting women 

equal rights to land as men if the country is to ensure more food is grown for its more 

than 1 billion people and greater respect for the environment, a leading scientist said. 

 

M.S. Swaminathan is known as the father of India's 'Green Revolution' for developing 

high-yielding varieties of wheat in the 1960s that helped make the country self-sufficient 

in food. 

 

As a member of the upper house of parliament he drafted a bill in 2011 to protect the 

rights of women farmers. Although the bill lapsed when his term ended in 2013, 

Swaminathan, 91, has not given up hope that a similar law will be passed. 

 

"We need to increase awareness of the need for equal rights for women farmers, but we 

also need a law that guarantees it," he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation in an 

interview. 

 

India's constitution gives women equal rights but rarely do they exercise those rights 

when it comes to land ownership - "a complex social issue that is tied to how we treat 

the girl child versus the boy child," Swaminathan said. 

 

"The father may say: 'I am giving my daughter dowry for her marriage, so I don't have 

to give her land.' They are afraid they will lose control of the land if they give it to the 

daughter," he said in an interview at his office in the southern Indian city of Chennai. 

 

Women make up more than a third of India's agriculture workforce, yet only about 13 

percent of farmland is owned by women, according to official data. 

 

Land is usually transferred though inheritance in India, and it is almost always men who 

inherit land. 

 

While a Hindu woman is entitled to a share of land owned by her father, she is generally 

under pressure to give up this right when she gets married. 

 

Some states issue joint titles when they allocate land to the landless poor. But rarely are 

women added to old titles. 

 

Destitution 

http://reut.rs/2hr94LY


 

As more men from villages migrate to urban areas in search of jobs, their wives and 

daughters tend to the land. 

 

But land titles are almost always in the man's name, and women farmers are denied 

loans, insurance and other government benefits because their names are not on the 

titles. 

 

"Men may do the plowing, but the rest of it - including harvesting, threshing, storage - is 

done by women," said Swaminathan, who was named by Time magazine in 1999 as one 

of the 20 most influential Asians of the 20th century. 

 

Women farmers tend to grow more food crops rather than cash crops, and are more 

sensitive to the environment and to their children's long-term needs, Swaminathan said. 

 

"But we are slow to acknowledge the important role of women, and slow to give them 

rights," he said. 

 

India ranked 130 of 155 countries on the UNDP's gender inequality index, worse than 

countries including Cambodia and Zimbabwe, on parameters such as infant mortality and 

education. 

 

Swaminathan studied agriculture after witnessing the terrible effect of the 1943 Bengal 

famine, which is estimated to have killed more than 3 million people. 

 

In more recent years, he said he has been struck by the plight of widows of farmers who 

killed themselves in western Maharashtra state following crop failures. 

 

"The land is immediately claimed by his father or brothers, and the woman is left 

destitute. It is heart rending," he said. 

 

Other reading: 

Women in India are paid 33% less than men, says International Labour Organisation 

 

WORLD: Antonio Guterres selects women for three top 
UN positions 

First Post (16.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2h9VW09 - UN Secretary-General designate 

Antonio Guterres has selected women representing Asia, Africa and Latin America for 

three top jobs as the foundation of his pledge to promote gender parity and geographic 

diversity at the world body. 

In his first personnel appointments, he nominated Nigeria's Environment Minister Amina 

Mohammed to be the deputy secretary-general. 

Maria Luiza Ribeiro Viotti of Brazil is to be his chef de cabinet and Kyung-wha Kang of 

South Korea his special advisor on policy, a new position. 

Gutterres told reporters after his swearing in on Monday that his priority would be to 

appoint more women to top jobs in order to achieve gender parity at the world body. 

"I am happy to count on the efforts of these three highly competent women from 

different regions of the world," he said on Thursday. 

https://www.nextbigwhat.com/women-in-india-are-paid-33-less-than-men-says-international-labour-organisation-297/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=flipboard
http://bit.ly/2h9VW09


"These appointments are the foundations of my team, which I will continue to build, 

respecting my pledges on gender parity and geographical diversity." 

The three appointments of women comes after the failure of the UN to elect a woman as 

the secretary-general despite a strong campaign on their behalf and the emergence of 

several strong women candidates. 

Women are under-represented at all levels in the UN bureaucracy. Only 17 of the 79 

under-secretaries-general are women. 

Mohammed was Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon's special advisor on post-2015 

development planning before returning to Nigeria as environment minister. 

The daughter of a Nigerian father and a British mother, her entire career was spent on 

development and related issues. 

A career diplomat, Viotti is now Brazil's ambassador to Germany. Before that she was at 

the UN as her country's permanent representative. 

Kang, who was once a broadcast journalist, works for the US as an assistant secretary-

general and deputy emergency relief coordinator. Earlier she was the deputy high 

commissioner for human rights. 

 

WORLD: Top 10 moments for women’s rights in 2016: 
Inspiration for the year ahead 

Global Fund for Women (13.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gHKCcU - When you look back on 

2016, what will you remember? It’s been a year filled with extreme highs and lows for 

women’s rights around the world. There have been rollbacks and new challenges for 

women and girls in countless countries, from the United States to Turkey and Brazil. As 

we look back on the past year, we are reminded of the undeniable power of women’s 

movements—because when women and girls come together, they are stronger, more 

effective in driving sustainable change, and better able to resist injustice, fear, and hate. 

Join us in celebrating just a few of Global Fund for Women’s highlights for gender 

equality from the past year—including legal wins, major breakthroughs, and moments of 

resilience and strength. Let’s carry forward this inspiration into 2017 to make women’s 

movements more powerful than ever. 

 

1. 21 girls returned home in Nigeria, with call to #BringBackOurGirls 

 

In October 2016, 21 of the more than 200 girls who had been kidnapped from their 

school in Chibok, Nigeria in April 2014 by extremist group Boko Haram were released and 

returned home. Women and women’s groups, including Global Fund for Women partners, 

have been instrumental in leading the Bring Back Our Girls movement in Nigeria and 

have remained steadfast in their hope and determination. Women’s groups around the 

world have carried out protests outside embassies and have helped keep up pressure on 

the Nigerian government to ensure the return of all the girls, women, men, and boys 

kidnapped by Boko Haram. We will continue to fight for the release of the remaining 

Chibok girls and of all those who remain in Boko Haram’s captivity, and will continue to 

invest in girls’ education and rights. 

 

“Boko Haram sees girls’ education as a threat simply because they are aware of the 

tremendous potential and power of an educated girl,” said Dr. Eleanor Nwadinobi, a 

longtime Global Fund for Women advisor in Nigeria, after the girls were released. “Those 

http://bit.ly/2gHKCcU
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/donald-trump-women-take-action/#.WErbf-YrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/women-discuss-crisis-in-turkey/#.WErdyeYrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/summer-olympics-2016-brazil-womens-rights/#.WErb3-YrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/infographic-what-is-a-movement/#.WErd_-YrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/infographic-what-is-a-movement/#.WErd_-YrKCg
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/18/third-of-students-abducted-by-boko-haram-unwilling-to-leave-captors
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/18/third-of-students-abducted-by-boko-haram-unwilling-to-leave-captors


who seek to maintain the status quo see it as a threat, whereas those who know that the 

development of any country is boosted by educating girls, invest in girls’ education.” 

  

2. Historic ruling for rape survivors in Guatemala 

 

In the first successful prosecution for sexual violence committed during Guatemala’s 

military conflict from 1960-1996, a Guatemala court sentenced two former members of 

the military to a combined 360 years in jail in February 2016 for crimes against 

humanity. The two men were found guilty of holding 15 indigenous women in sexual and 

domestic slavery at the Sepur Zarco military base in northern Guatemala in the 1980s, 

and were also charged for murder and forced disappearance. Global Fund for Women 

grantee partner Unión de Mujeres Guatemaltecas, one of the oldest women’s rights 

organizations in Guatemala, helped the 15 indigenous q’qchís women survivors of sex 

and domestic slavery win this landmark case. 

 

The trial marked a significant step toward ending widespread impunity for sexual violence 

in conflict around the world. “We the judges firmly believe the testimony of the women 

who were raped in Sepur Zarco,” said Yassmin Barrios, chief judge of the court. “Rape is 

an instrument or weapon of war. It is a way to attack the country, killing or raping the 

victims. The woman was seen as a military objective.” 

  

3. Making strides for women leaders in Asia Pacific 

 

This year, Global Fund for Women concluded the Funding Leadership and Opportunities 

for Women (FLOW) fund, a four-year $5.9 million initiative. With funding from the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, we supported 139 organizations in 26 

countries to empower women to tackle gender-based violence, increase their economic 

potential, and engage in political life. As a result, over 200,000 women developed 

leadership skills and over 5,000 were prepared to run for local office. 

  

4. Women prevent a total ban on abortions in Poland…again 

 

When a total ban on abortions was proposed by the government in early 2016, Global 

Fund for Women supported Federation for Women and Family Planning and ASTRA 

Network to help them build a powerful movement defending women’s reproductive 

rights. With crisis support provided in April, they built a broad coalition of women’s 

groups and other grassroots organizations across Poland to raise awareness about the 

threat to women’s health and human rights, and launch effective media campaigns to put 

pressure on the government throughout 2016 leading up to massive “Black Monday” 

strikes that led Poland’s parliament to withdraw the proposed legislation in October. 

 

Hundreds of women and men wore all black, boycotted work and school, and took the 

streets in Warsaw, Gdansk, Wroclaw, and across the country to fight against the law that 

would make abortion illegal in any instance, with violations bringing a prison sentence of 

up to five years for women and their doctors. Just days after the mass protests, 

legislators voted against the proposal. 

 

However, Polish women’s fight for control over their own bodies is far from over: since 

1993, Poland has had one of the most restrictive abortion laws in Europe, with abortion 

only legal in cases of rape, incest, or life of the mother, and only within the first 12 

weeks of a pregnancy. And this is not the first time a complete abortion ban has been 

proposed and rejected in Polish Parliament, most recently happening in 2015, 2013, and 

2011—with the women’s movement there every step of the way. 

  

5. Nothing can stop women activists in Egypt 

 

https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/our-approach/initiatives/flow/
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/our-approach/initiatives/flow/
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/top-8-women-and-politics-around-world/#.WEreR-YrKCg


Over the past year, Egyptian women’s resilience has been tested time and again amid an 

escalating crackdown on human rights and feminist spaces. Just last week, Azza Soliman, 

a bold Egyptian woman human rights defender and the founder of the Center for 

Egyptian Women’s Legal Assistance, was arrested by police officers with an arrest 

warrant signed by one of the judges overseeing the investigation of Egyptian human 

rights organizations. After hours of interrogation, Azza Soliman was released on bail—the 

best possible outcome, though far from the end. Her arrest came three weeks after 

authorities froze her personal and organizational assets, without a court hearing, and not 

long after she was banned from traveling. 

 

In June, Mozn Hassan, Founder and Executive Director of Nazra for Feminist Studies in 

Egypt and a Global Fund for Women board member, was also officially banned from 

traveling by the Egyptian government—a common tactic used as part of judicial 

harassment against human rights defenders. 

 

In April, El Nadeem Center for the Rehabilitation of the Victims of Violence and Torture—

one of the only clinics in Egypt providing critical services to survivors of violence and 

torture—was raided by security forces for the second time in two months. The two bold 

directors, Dr. Magda Adly and Dr. Aida Seif El Dawla, refused to leave the premises while 

the police tried to evict them without showing an official closure order. And, the latest: 

Egyptian president al-Sisi is poised to sign a new bill on associations, which, if enacted, 

would give the government extraordinary powers over NGOs and would effectively end 

independent civil society in Egypt. 

 

Despite the escalating harassment and government threats, women and women’s groups 

in Egypt remain more determined than ever to advance women’s rights. 

 

In November, Mozn Hassan accepted the 2016 Right Livelihood Award on behalf of Nazra 

for Feminist Studies with a passionate speech. “This award is not only a recognition of 

Nazra’s work, it is a recognition of a century of feminist activism in our country that has 

inspired us and that we have sought to carry on as much as we can,” she said. 

  

6. Women on the front lines of resistance in Brazil 

 

“The message I want to get across from the women’s movement is that we have a goal 

for 2018: to have a feminist, progressive political agenda and to have women in 

leadership. And in order to get there, we all need to support the women’s movement.” – 

KK Verdade, Executive Director of ELAS Fund, the only women’s fund in Brazil and a 

longtime Global Fund for Women grantee partner. 

 

We spoke with KK Verdade before the Summer Olympics in Rio to better understand the 

political and economic crisis in Brazil, following the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff and 

interim president Michel Temer’s conservative push and all-white, all-male Cabinet. 

The latest polls show growing disapproval of Temer’s leadership and, as KK Verdade 

pointed out, women are on the front lines, leading protests in Rio and throughout Brazil, 

and the women’s movement continues to fight against rollbacks in women’s rights 

proposed by the government. 

 

The outbreak of the Zika virus in Brazil has put a spotlight on the country’s strict abortion 

laws. Global Fund for Women’s grantee partner SOS Corpo in Recife—the epicenter of the 

outbreak—is a leader in driving a national movement for sexual and reproductive health 

and rights. The crisis has opened a rare window of opportunity for the group to challenge 

religious fundamentalists and push for legal reform allowing women to decide over their 

bodies. 

  

7. Haitian women lead recovery after Hurricane Matthew 

 

https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/in-egypt-defending-human-rights-could-land-you-in-jail/#.WEmJ2OYrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/in-egypt-defending-human-rights-could-land-you-in-jail/#.WEmJ2OYrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/grassroots-women-in-egypt-take-back-justice/#.WEl6AeYrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/grassroots-women-in-egypt-take-back-justice/#.WEl6AeYrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/mozn-hassan/
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/egyptian-defendher-mozn-hassan-and-nazra-for-feminist-studies-prestigious-award/
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/egyptian-defendher-mozn-hassan-and-nazra-for-feminist-studies-prestigious-award/
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/summer-olympics-2016-brazil-womens-rights/#.WBinTvorKCg
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-politics-poll-idUSKCN12J1V2
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/is-zika-a-tipping-point-for-reproductive-rights-in-latin-america/#.WEmAK-YrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/is-zika-a-tipping-point-for-reproductive-rights-in-latin-america/#.WEmAK-YrKCg


“Women and girls are in a very difficult situation, catastrophic, almost apocalyptic. But 

the Haitian people, especially Haitian women, are very courageous. We know how to 

keep our head above water and we will continue to fight. For us, life is a perpetual 

struggle.” – (Marie) Michelle Vernet, Collectif Feminin Haitien pour la Participation 

Politique des Femmes (FANM YO LA), Global Fund for Women grantee partner. 

 

In the face of severe destruction after Hurricane Matthew made landfall as a Category 4 

storm in Haiti in October, women took quick action to lead recovery. Global Fund for 

Women’s grantee partners began to fill gaps in immediate relief and planned how best to 

meet the unique needs of women and children. 

 

More than 200 people around the world met our call to support women in Haiti, raising 

nearly $40,000 for women-led groups in Haiti who have deep roots in their communities 

and are focused on driving sustainable change and empowering women. With money in 

the hands of Haitian women, though the need remains great, we feel hopeful for the 

rebuilding and recovery process, and for the future of Haitian women and girls. 

  

8. Progress in Palestine to end violence against women 

In June, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs in Palestine announced plans to 

establish the National Observatory on Violence Against Women in 2017, which will collect 

and document cases of violence against women for the first time—a significant step 

forward for Palestinian women. Global Fund for Women’s grantee partner Palestinian 

Working Women Society for Development, which has been working to advance women’s 

rights for 35 years, advocated for this new observatory to help curb disturbing rates of 

violence against Palestinian women. With the data collected by the observatory, 

Palestinian Working Women Society and other women’s groups are hopeful they will be 

able to better advocate for changes in laws and policies, raise awareness about violence 

against women, and help empower women survivors of violence. 

 

“Having accurate information on violence against women will allow us to build up support 

to pressure Israel at the international level,” said Amal Khreisheh, general director of the 

Palestinian Working Women Society, in an interview with Al-Monitor. “At the regional 

level, we could use such information to launch a systemic advocacy campaign to place 

pressure on decision-makers to amend laws and policies and ensure protection for 

women.” 

  

9. A small light of hope after deadly LGBTQI violence in Pakistan 

 

Across the globe, people are being killed for being lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

queer, intersex (LGBTQI), or gender non-conforming; the deadly mass shooting at Pulse 

nightclub in Orlando, Florida in June was just one of many, mounting instances of 

violence against LGBTQI people around the world this year. 

 

Violence is especially prevalent against those who are activists for the LGBT community. 

Twenty-three-year-old Pakistani transgender activist Alisha was shot nine times on May 

23rd and died a week later because medical staff at one of the largest medical facilities in 

the northern Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, Lady Reading Hospital, refused to provide 

medical attention and delayed treatment for more than 17 hours while they debated 

whether or not to place her in the ward for male or female patients. 

 

Following Alisha’s death, Global Fund for Women’s grantee partner Blue Veins Pakistan 

joined with the TransAction Alliance in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa to carry forward her work for 

trans* rights—and achieved a critical policy win. “For the first time in the history of 

Pakistan, there will be government development schemes for the transgender community 

in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa,” Qamar Naseem, a gender equality and LGBTQI activist in 

Pakistan who is Program Coordinator of Blue Veins Pakistan, explained. “The government 

has announced that there will be separate wards in hospitals for the transgender 

https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/hurricane-matthew-women-in-haiti-need-your-support/#.WEmF9eYrKCg
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/06/palestinian-observatory-violence-against-women.html
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/orlando-shooting-lgbt-violence-worldwide/#.WErfVeYrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/orlando-shooting-lgbt-violence-worldwide/#.WErfVeYrKCg


community. This access to health care as well as to housing and protection in the new 

policy, we see as a great achievement.” 

  

10. U.S. Global Strategy on Adolescent Girls carries promise for girls’ rights 

 

In March 2016, Secretary of State John Kerry released the U.S. Global Strategy to 

Empower Adolescent Girls, which is a critical policy to empower girls around the world 

and protect their health and rights. Global Fund for Women partnered with the team 

behind the powerful film Difret in 2015 on a petition asking President Obama and the 

U.S. State Department for the release of the Girls Strategy and a comprehensive plan to 

address and end child marriage. Throughout the campaign, we generated 156,320 

signatures on the petition, and delivered the petition and signatures to Ambassador 

Catherine Russell in September 2015—helping to drive the eventual release of the Global 

Strategy. 

 

The next Administration must fully fund and implement this strategy in order for it to 

make a difference in the lives of girls and young women globally. We know that girls and 

young women are incredible changemakers with potential to change their communities 

and countries. 

  

As we look back at these major breakthroughs for women’s rights around the 

world, we are determined not to go backwards. We know that social change and 

advancements in rights take time and courage. We must draw from the resilience of 

women’s movements around the world to move the needle on gender equality and stand 

up, get loud, and fight back in the face of harassment, hate, and rollbacks in rights. Let’s 

continue to work together to build women’s movements that are thriving, unified, and 

fearless across borders—so that at the end of 2017, we have even more to celebrate. 

 

More reading: There is good news on gender equality – if you look to the developing 

world 

 

USA: Assaults on Muslim women force some to rethink 
hijab 

By Yonat Shimron 

 

RNS (12.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gF5MXs - Melissa Grajek was subjected to all kinds of 

taunts for wearing the hijab, but an incident at San Marcos’ (Calif.) Discovery Lake 

sealed the deal. 

 

Her 1-year-old son was playing with another boy when an irate father saw her and 

whisked his son away, telling Grajek: “I can’t wait until Trump is president because he’ll 

send you back to where you came from.” 

 

The man then scooped up a handful of wood chips and threw them at Grajek’s son. 

 

At that moment, Grajek thought, enough was enough. She decided to take off her head 

covering. 

 

“I had been on the fence regarding hijab, but that incident made it clear my religious 

choices could be putting my son at risk,” she said. 

 

Grajek’s decision to doff the hijab follows weekly, if not daily, news reports of assaults 

against Muslim women. 

 

https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/international-day-of-the-girl/#.WEmDF-YrKCg
https://www.globalfundforwomen.org/international-day-of-the-girl/#.WEmDF-YrKCg
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/dec/13/good-news-gender-inquality-developing-world-education-maternity-women-hillary-clinton?utm_medium=email&utm_source=flipboard
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Last week (Dec. 6), Ilhan Omar, the newly elected Minneapolis state representative was 

leaving the White House, which she visited to talk about policy initiatives, when a cabbie 

threatened to yank her hijab while shouting expletives and calling her “ISIS.” 

 

A day earlier, a man pushed a New York City transit worker down a staircase at Grand 

Central Terminal in Manhattan, yelling, “You’re a terrorist, go back to your own country!” 

 

And two weeks ago in Brooklyn, another man threatened an off-duty police officer with 

his pit bull, telling her and her son to “go back to your country.” 

 

All three women were wearing hijabs. 

 

Assaults or intimidation of Muslims had been steadily rising well before the election but 

they became more common during the divisive campaign of President-elect Donald 

Trump, who called for a ban on Muslim immigrants and proposed a registry for U.S. 

Muslims. 

 

A Pew Research Center analysis of hate crimes statistics from the FBI shows that the 

number of physical assaults against Muslims reached 9/11-era levels last year. The 

number of anti-Muslim intimidation crimes — defined as threatening bodily harm — also 

rose. 

 

Now some imams across the country are saying it’s OK to take the hijab off, at least 

temporarily. 

 

Imam Abdullah Antepli recently asked a group of women at the Islamic Association of 

Raleigh (N.C.) how many of them felt unsafe in public. 

 

Dozens of hands shot up. 

 

He then told them the extraordinary circumstances under which Muslim Americans now 

live may require extraordinary measures — including doffing the hijab, at least for a 

while. 

 

“I’m not trying to be alarmist,” said Antepli, the chief representative of Muslim affairs at 

Duke University. “But the nation is being sucked into a combustible mix. We have to 

think unconventionally.” 

 

Antepli’s call to remove the hijab, which he repeated at a mosque in Cary and in home 

gatherings of Muslims in Raleigh and Chapel Hill, is rare but not unheard of. 

 

In Texas, Imam Omar Suleiman, president of the Yaqeen Institute for Islamic Research 

and resident scholar at the Valley Ranch Islamic Center in Irving, said women’s fears 

should be taken seriously. 

 

“It’s important to give our women support and validate the fear they’re feeling,” said 

Suleiman, who is also a professor of Islamic Studies at Southern Methodist University. 

“Fear isn’t quantifiable; it’s to the person’s own experience.” 

 

While Suleiman doesn’t foresee a blanket call to abandon the headscarf, he advises 

women to consider practical measures, such as wearing a hoodie instead of a hijab if 

they feel like they may be in danger. 

 

For many Muslim women, the head covering is a quintessential mark of their identity — 

much as the kippah or yarmulke is a customary requirement for Orthodox and some 

Conservative Jewish men. 

 



While often understood as a symbol of modesty and privacy, the hijab is much more for 

those Muslim women who choose to wear it. They view it alternately as a sign of religious 

devotion, discipline, freedom from Western expectations, or simply a way to be in a 

continuous state of prayer. 

 

Many Muslim women would never think of giving it up, even if it means being targeted. 

 

“This is a difficult time,” acknowledged Khalilah Sabra, a Raleigh Muslim activist who 

works for the Muslim American Society’s Immigrant Justice Center. Just last month, a 

man spit in her face as she descended the stairs of the Garfield, N.J., Municipal Court, 

where she was testifying in a domestic violence dispute. 

 

He came up to me and said, “Get the f— home,’” she said. “I had to pause and decide do 

I fight or let it go?” 

 

Sabra decided to buck up and carry on. 

 

“We have to stand up for our religious rights and encourage women to stand their 

ground,” she said. 

 

Others, however, are taking security measures. 

 

On Nov. 9, when New York’s Muslim Community Network posted a notice on Facebook 

about a self-defense workshop, leaders expected 50 or 60 women would respond. Within 

hours, 2,700 women had signed up. 

 

The third such workshop at Judson Memorial Church in the Greenwich Village 

neighborhood took place Saturday (Dec. 10). 

 

On Wednesday, the Council on American-Islamic Relations will sponsor a free self-

defense workshop at Aqabah Karate studio in College Park, Md. 

 

“A lot of people have been traumatized,” said Debbie Almontaser, the Muslim Community 

Network’s board president. “We want them to come in and feel empowered once they’ve 

finished the training.” 

 

The workshop’s instructor is a woman, and the instruction is preceded by a group talk 

where women can share their fears and get advice on how to respond. 

 

Other Muslim women are buying pepper spray, taking firearms training or applying for 

concealed carry permits. 

 

And quietly, some Muslim women are uncovering their hair. 

 

“One of the reasons women are encouraged to dress modestly is for their protection,” 

said Engy Abdelkader, senior fellow and adjunct professor at Georgetown University’s 

Walsh School of Foreign Service. “Once that purpose is no longer served there’s an 

argument that it becomes a matter of necessity to remove it or make it less conspicuous 

with a hat, for instance, in order to preserve her safety.” 

 

While Abdelkader still wears her hijab, Rose Ashraf has taken it off. 

 

For Ashraf, there was no traumatizing incident. An operations director for a food service 

management company, Ashraf, who lives in Houston, said her bosses were very 

supportive of her hijab. 

 



But her work requires frequent travel and being a single veiled woman at airports, hotels 

and restaurants forced her to constantly look over her shoulder. 

 

“By wearing the hijab, I felt like I was a target,” said Ashraf, who converted to Islam 

shortly before she married a Muslim in 1973. “I was always on guard for what might 

happen: Is someone going to react negatively? Can I trust this person?” 

 

Three months ago, she took off the headscarf. She feels safer, now, she said, but wishes 

she could also practice her faith more freely. 

 

FRANCE: French abortion bill would outlaw ‘moral’ 
pressure 

By David Roac 

 

BRNow.org (09.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2i0BPji - A bill passed by France’s Senate Dec. 7 

that bans websites distributing “false information” about abortion could be used, pro-life 

activists say, to criminalize legitimate attempts to dissuade women from terminating 

their pregnancies. 

  

The bill was approved 173-126, according to news reports, and must return to the lower 

house of parliament, the National Assembly, for final approval before advancing to 

Socialist President Francois Hollande. 

  

The measure would extend to the internet a 1993 law outlawing “interference” with 

abortions through distribution of falsehood, according to the news website France 24. 

  

Violation of the law would be punishable by two years in prison and a $31,800 fine, CNS 

News reported. 

  

Among other provisions, the bill would outlaw “trying to prevent” abortions by 

“disseminating or transmitting” electronic statements “looking to intentionally mislead” 

regarding the “characteristics or the medical consequences of a voluntary interruption of 

pregnancy,” according to a translation posted by the conservative publication National 

Review. 

  

When conservatives objected to the bill’s original text, it was amended to outlaw 

“misinformation,” suggesting accurate pro-life activism may still be permitted, the 

National Review stated. 

  

Yet Grégor Puppinck of the European Centre for Law and Justice said misinformation is 

not all the bill bans. Its accompanying vague ban of “moral and psychological pressures” 

may “prohibit the church from publishing its position on abortion,” he said. 

  

“Publishing the Christian teaching that abortion is a crime could be seen as putting 

pressure on people,” Puppinck said according to the Washington Free Beacon. “The 

simple sharing of information that might upset moral conscience could be sufficient to 

constitute a crime.” 

  

Puppinck added, “If you teach that [abortion] is a sin, [that] teaching itself” might be 

“sufficient for prosecution.“ 

  

The law is aimed at least in part, according to CNS News, at the pro-life website IVG.net, 

which comes up in internet searches for “IVG“, the French acronym for “voluntary 

http://bit.ly/2i0BPji


interruption of pregnancy.” IVG.net asserts that abortion carries medical and 

psychological risks. 

  

The government website on abortion, ivg.gouv.fr, uses the slogan, “Abortion, your right,” 

and mentions no risks associated with the procedure, World News Service reported 

previously. See related report. 

  

Lawmakers clashed in debate leading up to the Senate’s vote, France 24 reported. 

  

Socialist Family Minister Laurence Rossignol said “freedom of expression should not be 

confused with manipulating minds,” adding, “Thirty years ago militants chained 

themselves to abortion clinics ... today their successors are continuing this fight on the 

web.” 

  

Bruno Retailleau of the more conservative Les Républicains party said the bill is “totally 

against freedom of expression” while Health Minister Marisol Touraine, arguing in support 

of the bill, denounced a “cultural climate that tends to make women feel guilty” for 

seeking abortions. 

  

A final vote on the measure in the National Assembly is expected in the coming weeks. 

 

Further reading:  

French MPs vote to ban abortion websites that intimidate women 

French politicians move to criminalize anti-abortion information 

 

JORDAN: Calls for action as 'honour' killings in Jordan 
show sharp increase 

As part of 16-day campaign against gender violence, activists demand stronger 

penalties for ‘honour’ crimes and an end to imprisonment of at-risk women 

 

By Olivia Cuthbert 

 

The Guardian (09.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gHNJkX - On 8 October, an 18-year-old man 

from the Jordanian city of Madaba was charged with killing his sister as she slept after 

allegedly finding her with a mobile phone the family didn’t know about. Five days later, 

two brothers were charged with murdering their sisters aged 27 and 34 at a farm on the 

outskirts of Jordan’s capital, Amman. 

 

The victims were among five women killed during one week in Jordan for reasons related 

to family “honour”. Thirty-eight women have been victims of “honour” killings this year. 

The country typically reports between 15 and 20 such crimes a year, according to Human 

Rights Watch. 

 

Women’s rights activists have used the 16 days of activism against gender-based 

violence, which ends on Saturday, to call for stronger penalties against the perpetrators 

of “honour” crimes and to end the practice of imprisoning women at risk of being killed 

for their own protection. 

 

In Jordan, women considered to be at risk can be detained indefinitely under the 

country’s 1954 Crime Prevention Law. Some spend years in prison before being granted 

release, which usually requires signed assurances from their families that they will not be 

harmed. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/01/french-mps-debate-plan-to-ban-abortion-websites-that-intimidate-women
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“It’s actually a violation of the constitution because freedom of movement is a 

constitutional right,” said Hadeel Abdul Aziz, executive director at the Justice Centre for 

Legal Aid in Jordan. 

 

A 2014 report by Dignity, the Danish Institute Against Torture, on Conditions for Women 

in Detention in Jordan described how some women have resorted to “extreme and 

degrading measures, such as marrying men who have raped them in order to be 

released”. 

 

“These are the saddest stories of all,” said Asma Khader, executive director of the 

Sisterhood Is Global Institute’s (Sigi) Jordan chapter, which provides legal, financial and 

psychosocial support to women in administrative detention. “Instead of protecting and 

supporting her, she is threatened [by relatives] as a person who has brought shame on 

the family and, in some cases, forced to marry her attacker.” 

 

For many women in protective custody, marriage is the only route to release. Asheel, 30, 

spent seven months in detention after fleeing violent abuse at home. “At first being in 

prison seemed better than the beatings, but I was always afraid and there was nothing 

there to distract me from the worry. My options were to stay in prison or be married, so I 

preferred to marry. A lot of other girls did the same.” 

 

Asheel’s husband is poor and they have little to live on, but he treats her and their 

children well. “I am happy now but I want all this to be deleted from my memory. I don’t 

wish any woman to face what has happened to me in my life.” 

 

Sigi regularly visits women in protective custody at the Juweida women’s correctional and 

rehabilitation centre, to try to broker their release. This involves working with 

government bodies and families. 

 

If the risk is from the father or brother, Sigi approaches family members who can 

influence them and prevent any attack. 

 

“Unfortunately, we are not a forgiving society. For men particularly, the sense of shame 

lingers,” said Rana Sundos, programme and activities manager at Sigi. She added that 

“honour” crimes have sometimes been committed many years after a woman’s release. 

She recalls the sad outcome of a case involving a teenage girl who was placed in 

protective custody after the family threatened to kill her. She had become pregnant 

following an alleged assault. 

 

“While she was in prison, the family came to the governor and signed a letter promising 

not to kill her, and she was released into their care. Within a few days, the brother had 

carried out the crime.” He bowed to pressure from relatives, said Sundos. “He told us: 

inside I loved my sister, she was the youngest, the fruit of our family. I didn’t want to kill 

her, but they said if you want to be a man, you must.” 

 

A petition launched by the Jordanian National Commission for Women (JNCW) last month 

to “stop murder crimes committed against women and girls” outlined the need for legal 

reform. It highlighted articles 340 and 98 of the penal code, which grant judges 

discretion to reduce sentences for the perpetrators of “honour” crimes in mitigating 

circumstances – including adultery and crimes committed in a fit of anger. The petition 

also called for an end to the detention of women for protective purposes. 

 

“The presence of these articles contributes to the continuation of social attitudes that 

view the body of women as a vessel for family honour,” said Salma Nims, the JNCW’s 

secretary general. 

 



Last week the country’s Iftaa’ Department, which is responsible for religious decrees, 

issued a fatwa for the first time, prohibiting the murder of women in the name of 

“honour”. 

 

The government has also announced plans to open a shelter in which women can stay for 

protection, rather than go to jail. “We realise that these women deserve a better place to 

stay in than prison, and that is why we are opening a shelter for them,” Mohammad 

Ensour, director of the human rights and family affairs department at the justice ministry 

told the Jordan Times. 

 

“We welcome this development, but the most important thing is to keep the location 

secret,” said Khader. While lives have been saved and many women released as a result 

of Sigi’s efforts, these women, she said, “are only partly free, because they can never 

walk outside without the fear that someone who knows them will be in the street”. 

 

* Names have been changed to protect identities 

 

USA: House joins Senate in approving heartbeat abortion 
bill 

By Catherine Candisky, Randy Ludlow & Jim Siegel 

 

The Columbus Dispatch (06.12.2016) - http://bit.ly/2h3N7pc -  The election of Donald 

Trump emboldened majority Republicans in the Ohio General Assembly to pass the 

strictest abortion law in the nation Tuesday. 

 

In a surprise move in the final days of the lame-duck session, the Senate and House 

adopted the Heartbeat Bill — long sought by some abortion opponents — to outlaw 

abortions once a fetal heartbeat can be detected, generally about six weeks into 

pregnancy. 

 

Previous attempts to pass the bill failed over concerns that it would be ruled 

unconstitutional in the federal courts, as have similar laws in two other states. 

 

"A new president, new Supreme Court appointees change the dynamic, and there was 

consensus in our caucus to move forward," said Senate President Keith Faber, R-Celina, 

when asked why the measure suddenly surfaced to the shock of objecting Democrats. 

 

"I think it has a better chance than it did before," Faber said of the bill's chances of 

surviving a constitutional review by the courts. 

 

Ohio Democratic Women’s Caucus Chair Kathy DiCristofaro said "this bill — which was 

tacked on as a last-minute amendment to a child abuse prevention bill — makes no 

exceptions for rape or incest victims. It is cruel and plainly unconstitutional — but it 

seems like Ohio Republicans don’t care about the Constitution. Trump’s vision for 

America is already alive and well in the Buckeye State." 

 

Janet Porter, president of Faith2Action who has pushed for passage of the bill for years, 

sometimes with harsh tactics including protests at members' homes, said, "it’s a brand-

new day with a Trump-appointed Supreme Court and we are very hopeful … we will see 

babies with beating hearts protected again." 

 

In the Senate, Faber engineered passage of the Heartbeat Bill by a 21-10 vote after it 

was added to an unrelated House-passed bill. House Bill 493 then returned to the House 

Tuesday night where representatives held an emotional debate and voted 56-39 accept 

http://bit.ly/2h3N7pc


Senate amendments. In past years, the House has twice approved the ban, but it failed 

to clear the Senate. 

 

With both sides using personal stories and observations, Republicans argued for saving 

lives, while Democrats argued to protect the sovereignty of a woman’s body. 

 

Sen. Kris Jordan, R-Ostrander, introduced  the amendment in the Senate, saying, "This is 

just flat out the right thing to do. It affords the most important liberty of all – the 

opportunity to live." 

 

The vote came over the protests of minority Senate Democrats, whose objections were 

repeatedly turned aside by Faber. 

 

Sen. Minority Leader Joe Schiavoni, D-Boardman, said the amendment violated Senate 

rules by not being filed in a timely manner prior to session. Schiavoni predicted any such 

law banning abortions after a fetal heartbeat is detected will be found unconstitutional. 

 

The bill would make it a fifth-degree felony, punishable by up to one year in prison, for a 

physician to perform an abortion without checking for a fetal heartbeat or performing the 

procedure after it can be detected. The doctor also could face a civil lawsuit from the 

mother and disciplinary action. 

 

While several states have considered fetal heartbeat abortion bans, only two passed it, 

Arkansas and North Dakota. The laws in both states were later found to be 

unconstitutional by the 8th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals and declared illegal. The U.S. 

Supreme Court declined to hear appeals. 

 

Officials of NARAL Pro-Choice Ohio were stunned. The group issued a statement saying, 

"The unconstitutional six-week abortion ban, known as the 'Heartbeat Bill,' would block 

access to safe and legal abortion before most women even know they’re pregnant. The 

amendment has no exceptions in the bill for rape, incest, or to protect the health of the 

woman and would criminalize doctors who perform abortion procedures, regardless of the 

reason." 

 

Executive Director Kellie Copeland added, "Clearly this bill’s supporters are hoping that 

President-elect Trump will have the chance to pack the U.S. Supreme Court with justices 

poised to overturn Roe vs. Wade. We must prevent that from happening to protect 

women’s lives." 

 

Prior to the House vote, Emmalee Kalmbach, spokeswoman for Gov. John Kasich, 

declined to comment on the bill. However, Kasich said on several occasions in the past 

two years he opposed the Heartbeat Bill, primarily because of constitutional concerns. 

The governor could line-item veto the abortion language since it contains a $100,000 

appropriation to create the Joint Legislative Committee on Adoption Promotion. 

 

Ohio Right to Life President Michael Gonidakis said his organization is neutral on the bill 

and has been pushing for separate legislation to ban abortions after 20 weeks of 

pregnancy, which was added last-minute to a House committee Tuesday and also could 

get a vote this week. 

 

"Our ultimate goal is to overturn Roe v. Wade and we feel the 20-week ban is the best 

(legal) strategy," he said. "There is a reason no other state has a Heartbeat Bill." 

 

Supporting the bill marks a change in stance for Faber. In February 2015, Faber 

questioned why, if the Heartbeat Bill is unlikely to be upheld by the courts, lawmakers 

would pass a bill waiting six weeks to prohibit abortion instead of just banning it outright. 

 



"If life begins at conception, then why are you picking a date where it’s OK to kill 

babies?" Faber said in 2015. 

 

In the Senate, Republicans Bill Coley of West Chester, Gayle Manning of North Ridgeville 

and Bill Seitz of Cincinnati joined all Democrats in voting against the amendment. Coley 

said it will waste millions in taxpayer dollars on legal fees for a bill with no chance of 

becoming law. 

 

Seven House Republicans voted against the measure, including Reps. Mike Duffey of 

Worthington, Cheryl Grossman of Grove City and Stephanie Kunze of Hilliard. 

 

About 30 peaceful protestors demonstrated outside the Governor's Residence in Bexley 

Tuesday night in opposition to the bill. 

 

INDIA: Transgender women in India face bias despite 
laws, says activist 

By Rina Chandran 

 

Reuters (06.12.2016) - http://reut.rs/2gBCBlI - Transgender women in India face 

persistent bias that denies them education and jobs despite India having progressive 

laws for transgender people, according to a leading activist. 

 

In a landmark judgment in 2014, India's Supreme Court ruled that transgender people 

had equal rights under the law, and granted legal status to the third gender. 

 

Alongside the right to marry and inherit property, they are also eligible for quotas in jobs 

and educational institutions. 

 

But most of India's estimated 2 million transgender people face discrimination from a 

young age with transgender women particularly abused, reflecting the entrenched 

patriarchy in the country, said Laxmi Narayan Tripathi, a founder of the Asia Pacific 

Transgender Network. 

 

She said many transgender people are thrown out of their homes by their families, lack a 

formal education and are denied jobs. They are forced into sex work, begging or dancing 

at weddings to make a living. 

 

"We have among the most progressive laws for transgender people: the 2014 judgment 

gives us the right to choose our gender identity, so if I believe I'm a woman, I'm a 

woman," Laxmi said at a panel hosted by the Thomson Reuters Foundation and Asia 

Society on Monday. 

 

"But people are still biased. That's why no one will hire us, except in the non-profit 

sector, and we have no choice but to beg or do sex work." 

 

Laxmi, who prefers to go by her first name, was born into an orthodox Brahmin family. 

She became one of the most flamboyant advocates for transgender people, petitioning to 

recognize the category on all official documents including passports. 

 

Transgender women, known as hijras, have long been considered auspicious in India. 

They are featured in Hindu mythology, and their blessings are sought at weddings and 

births, even as abuse and exploitation are common. 

 

Treated as inferior 

http://reut.rs/2gBCBlI


 

Transgender people were included in India's census survey of 2011 for the first time. 

There are 490,000 transgender people in the country, according to official data, a 

number that activists say is only a fraction of the real number. 

 

But there are moves to extend more benefits to the community. The eastern state of 

Odisha this year became the first to give transgender people welfare benefits such as 

pension and housing. 

 

India is also revising its rehabilitation scheme for bonded laborers to include transgender 

people. 

 

Laxmi said while the law is supportive, biases against transgender women reflect the 

entrenched patriarchy in India, where the mistreatment of women has become a major 

issue in recent years. 

 

Indian women face a barrage of threats ranging from child marriage, dowry killings and 

human trafficking to rape and domestic violence, largely due to deep-rooted attitudes 

that view them as inferior to men. 

 

"When to be feminine itself is not acceptable, then everything becomes taboo: red 

lipstick is taboo, being flamboyant is taboo, dressing a certain way is taboo," said Laxmi, 

wearing a bright orange saree with chunky jewelry, and her trademark scarlet lipstick 

and red sindoor on her forehead. 

 

"When a woman still becomes powerful, the patriarchy assassinates her character and 

calls her names." 

 

But the community cannot wait for laws to improve its lot, and must continue to fight for 

its rights, she said. 

 

"No one will bring us our rights to our doorstep; we have to lobby, we have to all be 

activists. We have to demand and take our rights," she said. 

 

SOUTH SUDAN: U.N.: South Sudan conflict spawns 
horrific sexual violence 

By Katharine Houreld 

 

Reuters (02.12.2016) - http://reut.rs/2hhkMrY - South Sudanese soldiers brutally raped 

an elderly woman and a pregnant woman lost her baby after being gang-raped by seven 

soldiers, according to United Nations investigators. 

 

The U.N. human rights investigators presented the testimonies on Friday, saying 

increasingly brutal attacks on women are an integral part of spreading ethnic cleansing. 

They said the violence could spill into genocide. 

 

"The scale of gang rape of civilian women as well as the horrendous nature of the rapes 

by armed men belonging to all groups is utterly repugnant," said the chairwoman of the 

U.N. independent commission on human rights, Yasmin Sooka. 

 

"Women are bearing the brunt of this war along with their children ... rape is one of the 

tools being used for ethnic cleansing." 

 

http://reut.rs/2hhkMrY


South Sudan became independent from Sudan in 2011 and had a brief period of 

celebration before ethnic tensions erupted amid allegations of widespread corruption. 

 

In December 2013, fighting broke out months after President Salva Kiir, from the Dinka 

ethnic group, sacked vice president Riek Machar, a Nuer. 

 

The sporadic fighting has increasingly taken on ethnic dimensions. Many of the smaller 

tribes accuse the Dinka of targeting them. Rebels have also targeted Dinka. 

 

Women across the country were being subjected to sexual slavery, tied to trees and 

gang-raped or passed from house to house by soldiers, said Sooka, who said rebels were 

also committing atrocities. 

 

Three in five women in U.N.-administered "protection of civilian" sites around the capital 

Juba experienced rape or sexual assault, according to a 2016 report by the U.N. 

Population Fund. The sites are meant to offer safe shelter for civilians. 

 

Government officials and commanders on all sides had a legal duty to prevent their 

soldiers from preying on civilians, said Sooka's colleague Kenneth Scott, a former 

prosecutor. 

 

"Commanders, officers will be held accountable for failing to exercise command and 

control," he said, warning failure to prevent atrocities could result in prosecution. 

 

he shaky 2015 peace agreement that was supposed to end the latest round of fighting 

provided for a hybrid court to be set up with responsibilities divided between the African 

Union and South Sudan, but progress on setting it up was "very slow", Scott said. 

 

South Sudanese officials were not available to comment on the investigators' findings, 

but on Thursday, Kiir told Reuters that no ethnic cleansing was taking place in South 

Sudan. The military has repeatedly denied targeting civilians. 

 

Scott said the government had had almost "no reaction" to the commission's findings. 

 

CANADA: It's time to address violence against women 
with disabilities 

By Bonnie L. Brayton 

 

Huffington Post Canada (29.11.2016) - http://huff.to/2fL9Xxi - November 25, the UN 

International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women, marks the beginning of 

16 Days of Activism Against Gender-Based Violence. December 10, International Human 

Rights Day, marks the end of this international campaign. 

 

Violence against women is an on-going epidemic in our country. Data released last year 

by the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics in a report on Criminal Victimization in 

Canada revealed that sexual assault remains the only crime in Canada for which there 

has been no decline in the last decade. 

 

In fact, the Parliamentary Committee on the Status of Women, concerned with "the 

shortage of statistics and information on violence faced by young women and girls in 

Canada," is currently doing a study on violence against young women and girls. 

 

When I presented to the committee last week, I pointed out that there are still no 

resources to speak of for girls with disabilities facing violence, even though they 

http://huff.to/2fL9Xxi


experience violence at higher rates and more frequently than any other group of young 

women and girls in Canada. The rates of sexual, physical, verbal and systemic violence 

are at least three times higher for young women and girls with disabilities. 

 

Early results from a DAWN Canada project shows strong evidence of enormous gaps in 

violence-prevention policy and program delivery for women and girls with disabilities. 

 

Policies tend to be reactive if they exist at all. Legislation specific to disability (for 

example, the 10 year old Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act) is not applied 

from a gendered perspective. And any policies that appear to have merit are generally 

just that -- well-written policies with no champions, no funding (read no programs, no 

services or none specifically for our needs), and consequently no results. 

 

For example, although technology provides great opportunities for supporting women and 

girls with disabilities, it also represents another avenue through which girls with 

disabilities are vulnerable to cyber-bullying or exploitation. But once again there is no 

legislation or policy in place to protect them, despite the fact that the use of on-line 

communications dominates youth culture today. 

 

The vulnerability of young women and girls with disabilities cannot be underestimated. 

Last year, CBC reported the story of a young woman with an intellectual disability who 

was sexually assaulted on a public bus in Winnipeg, while her support work sat two seats 

ahead of her, listening to music on her iPod. 

 

If this is possible on a public bus, what can happen in private, unmonitored spaces? It is 

no wonder that our society has not yet dared to investigate the rate of childhood sexual 

abuse among girl children with disabilities. No doubt it would be alarmingly high. 

 

Canada must do better. Girls with disabilities need support and encouragement to 

become the confident, resilient leaders they are capable of being. But this cannot happen 

until we as a society take collective responsibility for ensuring it does. 

 

Further reading: 

The double-edged challenge for women with disabilities 

Women with disabilities 

 

SOUTH AFRICA: Study: More than half of Diepsloot men 
have raped or beaten a woman in the past year 

Rape and physical abuse rates more than double those reported in national 

studies have been recorded in Diepsloot in northern Johannesburg 

 

By Mia Malan 

 

Bhekisisa.org (29.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2gV1T25 - More than half, 56%, of men in 

Diepsloot in northern Johannesburg say they’ve either raped or beaten a woman in the 

past 12 months, according to results from the Sonke CHANGE trial, which were released 

on Monday. These figures are some of highest rates of violence against women ever 

recorded in South Africa: they are more than double those reported in national studies. 

 

The Sonke CHANGE trial, a partnership between the University of the Witwatersrand 

(Wits) and gender activist organisation Sonke Gender Justice was conducted this year 

among 2 600 men in the township. The men were between the ages of 18 and 40 years 

with an average income of R1 500 a month. Only half had been employed in the three 

months before the study was conducted. 

http://www.sentinelsource.com/opinion/columnists/guest/the-double-edged-challenge-for-women-with-disabilities/article_63dc0844-5c81-55d5-b14e-2e11f5c8f577.html
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/enable/
http://bit.ly/2gV1T25


 

Of those men who had raped or beaten a woman, 60% said they had done so several 

times over the past year. 

 

“These levels of violence represent a state of emergency for victims and survivors of this 

violence,” the researchers said in a study summary. 

 

“They experience serious long-term physical and psychological harm. They experience 

ongoing fear of repeat victimisation, with little reason to believe that perpetrators will be 

apprehended or held accountable or that potential perpetrators will be deterred from 

using violence against them.” 

 

South African Police Service reports show that of the 500 sexual assault cases reported in 

Diepsloot since 2013, there has been just one conviction, according to the researchers. 

 

Abigail Hatcher, one of the lead researchers from Wits, told Bhekisisa: “If you think that 

56% of men used violence against women, and because most of them did so more than 

once, it is likely that at least half of women in Diepsloot are experiencing it annually. 

 

“But because most of the perpetrators have enacted violence towards a woman more 

than once, it is possible that they enact violence towards more than one woman at the 

same time. We estimate that we need care services and shelters for about 60% of the 

female population in Diepsloot. But except for a small organisation, Green Door, there 

are zero shelters.” 

 

Green Door consists of three donated Wendy houses; the organisation does not receive 

any funding. It has only one part-time, volunteer counsellor. 

 

According to South Africa’s 2011 census, 138 000 people live in Diepsloot, about 12 000 

people per square kilometre. But residents and organisations in the township say this 

number is a gross underestimation: most estimate the population to be closer to half a 

million. If that is true, and if half the population consists of women, about 150 000 

(60%) could be in need of care and shelter services. 

 

On Wednesday, Bhekisisa will be launching a cellphone app in Diepsloot to make it easier 

for victims of gender-based violence to know where to find help. 

 

The app is being launched in partnership with Green Door, Sonke Gender Justice, social 

enterprise organisation Afrika Tikkun, Lawyers Against Abuse and the South African 

Depression and Anxiety Group. 

 

Users dial *134*403# from their cellphone, which notifies a server to send a series of 

three menus asking the user where they are in Diepsloot and what sort of help they 

need. An SMS is then sent to the user with the phone numbers and addresses of the 

organisations in Diepsloot that help victims of gender-based violence, as well as the 

numbers of the police and ambulance services. 

 

The Sonke CHANGE trial found that the most significant cause of men’s violence towards 

women in the township was “inequitable and harmful gender norms that grant men a 

sense of permission to use violence against women”. 

 

For instance, one out of three men in the survey believe wives should not be able to 

refuse sex, more than half expect their partner to agree to sex when the man wants it 

and most believe they have the right to control the clothes a woman wears, the friends 

she sees or where she goes. 

 

Controlling a partner doubled the odds that men used violence in the past year. 



 

A troubled past, a troubled future 

 

Childhood trauma was closely associated with men becoming abusers: 85% of the men 

who had raped or beaten a woman had been physically or sexually abused themselves as 

children. Men who had experienced child abuse were five times more likely to use 

violence against a woman. 

 

“Children exposed to this violence in the home and community are far more likely to 

themselves become involved in violence later in life — boys as perpetrators and girls as 

victims — and are at increased risk of experiencing a host of other social problems, 

including psychological distress, alcohol abuse, poor school performance and increased 

involvement in crime, including interpersonal violence,” the researchers said. 

 

Men with signs of depression were three times as likely to be violent towards women; 

49.8% of men were found to have probable depression and 50.3% probable post-

traumatic stress disorder. 

 

Yet, the Sonke CHANGE trial researchers pointed out that “there are no public mental 

health services available in Diepsloot to address the mental health consequences of such 

widespread exposure to generalised violence”. 

 

According to Brown Lekekela, who runs Green Door, the two local clinics don’t stock rape 

kits and there is no nearby government hospital that offers rape counselling services. 

 

The nearest Thuthuzela Care Centre — a one-stop, government-run service offering rape 

care — is at Tembisa Hospital about 30km away. “This means rape victims are forced to 

travel long distances to access post-rape care or to attend court cases,” the researchers 

said. 

 

The only other available counselling services are those offered by the police and non-

governmental organisations. The Gauteng health department had not responded to 

questions about the lack of services at the time of publication. 

 

Alcohol plays a huge part in exacerbating violence against women. Problem drinking — 

binge or frequent drinking that interferes with daily life — increased men’s abuse of 

women by 50%. Three-quarters of the men in the study reported problem drinking. That 

rate is about six and a half times higher than the national alcohol abuse rate of 11.4%, 

as reported by the South African Stress and Health survey published in the South African 

Medical Journal in 2009. 

 

The survey showed that men who had a matric qualification, were older than the average 

participant age of 27 and were employed, were less likely to be violent towards women. 

Having food security, which is when a household has access to the food needed for a 

healthy life for all its members, reduced the odds of violence by 40%. 

 

Hatcher said: “When men feel active and productive, and when they’re able to have 

certainty in their lives about their daily needs, they’re likely to use violence less to prove 

their manhood.” 

 

INDIA: The Indian caste where wives are forced into sex 
work 

For girls and women from the Perna caste, entering the sex trade is a normal 

next step after marriage and childbirth. 



 

 
 

By Maya Prabhu 

 

Al Jazeera (28.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2fCTxfb - When Sita* comes home in the 

morning, her husband is usually still asleep. She has worked through the night, selling 

sex on the highways tracing Delhi's periphery, but she will bathe, cook breakfast, and get 

the children ready for school before getting some rest herself. 

 

Here, in a tumble-down corner of Najafgarh, a patch of urban villages stitched into the 

Indian capital's fraying hem, what Sita does for a living is no secret. Sita belongs to 

Perna caste, and among the women and girls of this acutely marginalised community, 

entering the sex trade is a usual next step after marriage and childbirth. 

 

"My first child died shortly after being born. When [my second-born] daughter was 

around one year, that's when I started this work," she says. Married in her mid-teens to 

a Perna man she hadn't met before, she estimates that she was 17 when she became the 

sole earner in her young family. 

 

Now in what she guesses to be her late 20s, Sita still leaves the Perna basti (settlement), 

each night with other women from the community to tout for customers in "random 

places": bus stops, lay-bys and parks far from their own neighbourhood and out of view 

of the police. They travel in a group, sharing the rickshaw fare and the risk of assault. 

 

"We try to get it done quickly," Sita explains. They conduct encounters in cars or hidden 

outdoor nooks. While one woman is with a client, a friend will make sure to stay within 

shouting distance. Each client pays between 200 rupees and 300 rupees ($3-$4.50). In a 

night, the women can expect to make as much as 1,000 rupees ($14.60), or as little as 

nothing. 

 

'Born into poverty' 

 

Leela*, a mother of four in her late 30s, has known since she was "very little" that her 

community was engaged in what is termed "intergenerational prostitution". Unlike Sita 

and many others, she only entered the sex trade when she was widowed, and moved 

back to Dharampura locality in Najafgarh, her childhood home. 

 

For her, it was the natural path for a woman looking for work: her own mother died 

young, but she remembers that her aunties used to "go out at night". 

http://bit.ly/2fCTxfb


 

Husbands herded goats, or didn't work at all. "I don't know why. You can say it is the 

traditional way," she says. But it is less a ritual than a remedy for an inherited economic 

need. "This work is our compromise. It's our way to make a living," Leela explains. 

 

"A Perna woman is born into poverty, into a marginalised caste, and she's female - so 

she's already thrice oppressed," says Ruchira Gupta, the founder of the anti-trafficking 

NGO Apne Aap, which has been working with the Najafgarh Perna community for more 

than five years. 

 

"As soon as she gains puberty, she is married, and after the first child, the husband 

pimps his wife. And she can't resist - she only has this community. She feels she has no 

path of escape. She is consumed for eight or 10 years, and then she is asked to put her 

daughter into prostitution." 

 

Gupta explains that girls who resist prostitution are often physically abused by their in-

laws, who expect their son's wife to contribute to the family finances. Leela's own 

daughter - now a stay-at-home mum living elsewhere in Najafgarh - moved back in with 

Leela for a short period to flee her new family's pressure to start sex work. 

 

"They were threatening her, 'We will tear your clothes, we will put you on the streets 

naked,'" Leela says. 

 

With Apne Aap's backing, she was able to convince an informal community court that her 

daughter should be allowed to make the choice independently. But one NGO worker 

explains: "We don't often meet women as courageous as [Leela]." 

 

Sita pre-empts suggestions that her husband or in-laws pressure her into the work she 

does, saying: "It’s my own choice," and pointing out that recently, her husband has 

found regular work as a driver and earns at least as much as she does. 

 

But even in the absence of coercion, choice is a fraught concept in a community which is 

not only economically and socially marginalised, but historically excluded from the rights 

and freedoms of citizenship. 

 

An historic disadvantage 

 

Zoom out from this small community at the edge of India's capital, and the Pernas 

become just one dot among many thousands, scattered on the map of what a 2008 

government-commissioned report described as "the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 

sections of Indian society". 

 

These are the DNTs, or Denotified and Nomadic Tribes of India, who are still more 

commonly recognised in mainstream society under their colonial-era classification: the 

Criminal Tribes. 

 

Historically itinerant traders, entertainers, and folk-craft practitioners, DNT communities 

are often compared with the Roma in Europe. Like "gypsies" elsewhere in the world, 

whose lifestyles made them difficult to bring under state control, the wanderers were 

regarded with suspicion by India's British rulers. 

 

After the Criminal Tribes Act of 1871, a raft of castes were "notified", that is, branded 

"hereditary criminals", alienated from traditional sources of income, and made vulnerable 

to a range of state-sanctioned abuses. 

 



Following India's independence in 1947, the stigmatised tribes were "denotified", but 

these communities have been unable to shake what academic Meena Radhakrishna calls 

their "historic disadvantage". 

 

Welfare programmes have been offered to the most marginalised communities - those 

social groups classed as the Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Tribes (STs). 

 

But even officially eligible DNT communities, such as the Pernas, who are recognised as 

"SC", often do not gain access to these opportunities. 

 

"It is difficult for these people to stake a claim to the government programmes because 

of the stigma of being labelled as ex-criminal tribes," says Subir Rana, an anthropologist 

who has spent time among the Pernas of Najafgarh. 

 

Not only has their past taught the community to be wary of the state, but their alienation 

from mainstream society has meant many of them are ignorant of their rights. 

 

For example, getting a caste certificate - the necessary proof of eligibility for benefits - is 

difficult when many community members hold barely any government identification of 

any kind. 

 

When Apne Aap began a campaign for improved documentation, only four or five 

individuals in the Perna community had certification of their "SC" status. With NGO 

intervention, this number has swollen into the 30s - but, workers say, it has been a 

struggle. 

 

"Government always tries its level best to reach these people," says BK Prasad, Member-

Secretary of the temporary National Commission for Denotified, Nomadic and Semi-

Nomadic Tribes, "but even these people have to come to the government. Most of the 

time, these people do not come." 

 

He recognises that DNTs may require "a special approach". 

 

An earlier DNT commission, responsible for the 2008 report, issued a slew of suggestions 

for government, centring on the recommendation to address the needs of DNTs 

separately from other disadvantaged social groups. Upon release the report was, in the 

words of civil servant and consultant to the commission Pooran Singh, "put into the 

almirah [closet]". 

 

The new Commission is making a priority of addressing a deep information gap: at this 

point there is zero reliable, countrywide demographic information on denotified 

communities, a state of affairs which gives credence to Rana's sense that "they have 

become the lowest of the low; they are invisibles". 

While the first order of business is the creation of a comprehensive list of DNT 

communities, the ultimate goal, according to Prasad, is that "they should be 

mainstreamed into society in a way that is not too much of a change for them". 

Mainstreaming will be a trickier proposition for DNT communities that have found their 

way into the sex trade. "Once you become associated with a trade like this, it is very 

hard to integrate," says Anuja Agrawal, a sociologist who has studied DNT communities 

involved in intergenerational sex work. 

"Giving up [sex work] happens only when a very concerted effort is made; when other 

opportunities then become available." 

First signs of change 



Back in Najafgarh I speak to a young woman from the Sapera caste, a DNT community 

traditionally involved in snake-charming and wedding-drumming, who describes the 

stigma that follows her Perna neighbours. 

She has nothing bad to say about them, she explains. "It's their occupation. How will 

they survive without it?" But, she concedes, "general caste [non-DNT] people get angry 

that they do such kind of 'wrong work'." 

Apne Aap's field workers report that Pernas are ignored, avoided and barred from certain 

shops. 

Prasad's proposal is to remove young girls from their familial contexts: "If we can wean 

children away, get them admitted to [state] residential schools - because beyond a 

certain age, slowly, slowly, they will follow their parents. Children imbibe what is 

happening around [them]." 

He adds: "This change will happen slowly. It is true that everyone who is educated up to 

high school does not get a job." He estimates that if 10 percent try for a new sort of life, 

perhaps 2 percent will succeed. 

This mirrors Ruchira Gupta's approach.  

Now 14, Leela's younger daughter is on one of several Apne Aap scholarships to a private 

boarding school. She has already progressed further in her education than anyone else in 

her family. Her classmates don't know much about her background but they know what's 

relevant: she's bright, and a really good dancer. 

I meet her when she is home for a weekend. She is a gazelle of a girl, as nice as Leela, 

with a gently teasing sense of humour she practises on me, in English, over WhatsApp. 

Unlike her mother, who never went to school, or her older sister who dropped out to 

become a wife, she won't marry until she's in her 20s, Leela says. 

"My daughter says when she gets a job, we'll go away," says Leela. For her family, it's 

the first glimpse of an alternative path. 

Leela's children - the schoolgirl and the housewife - are not the only signs of a gradually 

broadening field of options. 

Nowadays, Sita tells me, it's becoming normal to send your daughters to school: "That's 

the first stage." 

*Names have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. 

Other reading: India: 6% girls experience harassment before age 10, 41% before age 

19 

 

TURKEY: Turkey withdraws child rape bill after street 

protests 

Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim has withdrawn a bill that pardons men 

convicted of sex with underage girls if they have married them. 

 

BBC (22.11.2016) - http://bbc.in/2gx8fnX - The bill, part of a package of amendments to 

the legal system, was sent back for further work just hours before a final vote in 

parliament. 

http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-india-6-girls-experience-harassment-before-age-10-41-before-age-19-2276980?utm_medium=email&utm_source=flipboard
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-india-6-girls-experience-harassment-before-age-10-41-before-age-19-2276980?utm_medium=email&utm_source=flipboard
http://bbc.in/2gx8fnX


It had sparked protests across Turkish society and was condemned abroad. 

Critics said it would legitimise statutory rape and encourage the practice of taking child 

brides. 

UN agencies had called on the government not to approve the bill, arguing that it would 

damage the country's ability to combat sexual abuse and child marriage. 

But the government says the main aim is to exonerate men imprisoned for marrying an 

underage girl apparently with her or her family's consent. 

The draft law will now be returned to a commission which will take into account the views 

of the opposition and civil society, Mr Yildirim said. 

This would allow for "broad consensus" and to "give time for the opposition parties to 

develop their proposals". 

Turkey's legal age of consent is 18 but the practice of underage weddings in religious 

ceremonies remains widespread. 

Opposition parties heavily criticised the bill which had been approved in an initial 

parliamentary reading on Thursday. 

The ruling AK Party dominates parliament in Ankara. 

Justice Minister Bekir Bozdag had defended the legislation, saying: "The bill will certainly 

not bring amnesty to rapists.... This is a step taken to solve a problem in some parts of 

our country." 

In July, Turkey's constitutional court annulled part of the criminal code which classified all 

sexual acts with children under 15 as sexual abuse. 

Elif Shafak, one of Turkey's best-selling novelists, explained the concern over the bill. 

"One of the main weaknesses of this draft is that word, consent," she told the BBC. 

"What does that mean? We're talking about children here. So if the rapist negotiates with 

the family, if he bribes or threatens the family, the family can easily withdraw, you know, 

their complaint and they can say OK there was a consent and there was no force 

involved." 

But Ravza Kavakci Kan, an AKP MP, said the bill had been misunderstood. 

"It is about giving normality to young women who have been married underage due to 

cultural norms, other norms, and now find themselves with their children suffering 

because their husbands are in prison," she told the BBC's Newsday programme. 

"One of the examples is when the woman is 15 and the man is 17, they get married, 

they're both underage, a few years later after they've had children, or when they go to 

register their babies, or when they go to the doctor, the doctors or officials have to report 

this case if it is an underage marriage, so now they are 24, 25 and all of a sudden their 

husbands are in prison." 

 

Further reading: MPs in Turkey support bill allowing child rapists to go free if they 

marry their victim 

 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/mps-turkey-support-bill-allowing-child-rapists-go-free-marry-victim-akp-erdogan-a7425326.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/mps-turkey-support-bill-allowing-child-rapists-go-free-marry-victim-akp-erdogan-a7425326.html


GERMANY: Domestic violence affects over 100,000 
women in Germany 

For the first time, federal police have released national data on violence in 

relationships in Germany. The information shows that murder, sexual offenses, 

bodily harm and stalking are not uncommon between partners. 

 

DW (22.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2glh1m5 - The Federal Criminal Police Office (BKA) 

together with the German Minister for Family Affairs, Manuela Schwesig, released the 

statistics in Berlin on Tuesday. This is the first time police were releasing numbers 

showing the extent of violence in intimate relationships, the BKA said in a press 

statement. 

According to the BKA's figures, in 2015, a total of 127,457 people in relationships were 

targets of murder, bodily harm, rape, sexual assault, threats and stalking. Eighty-two 

percent, or over 104,000, of these were women. 

Among the women, over 65,800 suffered simple injuries, 11,400 were badly injured, 

16,200 were subjected to threats and nearly 8,000 were victims of stalking. Three 

hundred thirty-one women were killed intentionally or unintentionally by their partners. 

In cases of rape and sexual assault, almost all the victims were women. Over ninety 

percent of victims of stalking and threats were also female, according to the statistics. 

In a press statement, the BKA's President Holder Munch explained that police had 

registered several cases of abuse, starting from subtle forms of humiliation, insults and 

intimidation, psychic, physical and sexual abuse to rape and murder. 

"Domestic violence against women, against men, against children is not a private affair, 

it is a punishable offence and must be tracked accordingly," Family Minister Manuela 

Schwesig told reporters. 

"Violence, that takes place within one's own four walls, in a place where one should feel 

secure, is unfortunately true for many women. This taboo, of not speaking about it, must 

be broken. For the first time numbers for this particular subject have been specifically 

evaluated," she added. 

"We need these numbers, because they help in making domestic violence visible. They 

also help in developing measures to prevent and fight against domestic violence," she 

said. 

Schwesig also urged victims to call the "Gewalt gegen Frauen" (Violence against women) 

helpline at 08000116116. The 24-hour number offers free counselling to victims in 15 

languages. 

 

KENYA: Trivializing sexual abuse is not entertainment 

Media should champion an end to widespread violence against women 

 

By Agnes Odhiambo 

 

Human Rights Watch (22.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2fog8Y0 - “You are so beautiful; 

everybody wants to rape Pasaris.” 

 

http://bit.ly/2glh1m5
http://bit.ly/2fog8Y0


Those words, directed by a man at his female political rival on a popular, national TV 

show, have deeply shocked Kenyans and renewed the debate here about the treatment 

of women in the country. 

 

The comments – made by Miguna Miguna, a former aide to opposition leader Raila 

Odinga who plans to run for governor of Nairobi next year – were directed at a fellow 

guest Esther Pasaris, who is also eyeing the same seat. 

 

Miguna also made disparaging comments about Pasaris’s looks, and openly mocked her. 

“A woman who has absolutely no integrity. A socialite bimbo whose only claim to fame is 

because she is looking for billionaire sponsors [sugar daddies].” 

 

Jeff Koinange, a former CNN correspondent, hosts the show, which has been criticized by 

Kenyans for tolerating misogynist and hateful talk.  

 

The heated exchanges between Miguna and Pasaris may have deeper roots. Miguna has 

come out to say Pasaris had earlier on called him a rapist during a commercial break, 

according to media reports. But for Kenyans who watched and listened to his remarks, 

the background narratives are not important. They find his remarks deeply offensive. 

Many took to social media to express their anger and repulsion. 

 

Women in Kenya face widespread violence. According to the 2014 Kenya Demographic 

and Health Survey, 45 percent of women ages 15 to 49 have experienced physical 

violence, and 14 percent have experienced sexual violence. The same survey shows high 

rates of acceptance of wife beating in Kenya among both men and women. 

 

The media has a role to play in combatting gender stereotypes that discriminate against 

women and promote respect for women.  

 

It is outrageous that Miguna, who aspires to be a political leader who will bear 

responsibility for addressing violence against women, would publicly joke about the rape 

of the woman running against him. It is also outrageous that he was able to do so on air 

without being challenged by the show’s host. His comments reinforce a culture of 

misogyny and abuse often directed toward female candidates.  

 

Kenya is set to hold general elections next August. The government should take all 

necessary measures to ensure that women can participate freely as voters and aspirants, 

free from violence and intimidation. Miguna owes Kenyans an apology. A stronger 

response from the government condemning intimidation of women political aspirants is 

needed. 

 

TURKEY: MPs in Turkey support bill allowing child rapists 
to go free if they marry their victim 

'If you give him a pass by marriage, the young girl will live in a prison for her 

whole life,' argues opposition politician 

 

The Independent (18.11.2016) - http://ind.pn/2foJAOn - Men who sexually abuse 

children could have their convictions quashed if they marry their victims, under a 

controversial bill supported by Turkish MPs. 

 

Critics said the bill would legitimise and encourage rape, but the government argued the 

law had been misinterpreted.  

 

http://ind.pn/2foJAOn


The ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) – which brought the bill to parliament – 

reacted angrily to the backlash, saying the law was needed to resolve legal complications 

associated with child marriage in the country. 

 

If it passes, men who sexually abuse girls under 18 could avoid prosecution if they marry 

their victims. 

 

The act cannot have been committed with “force, threat, or any other restriction on 

consent” to qualify for the pardon. 

 

MPs approved the draft law in its initial reading on Thursday and will vote again on the 

bill in a second debate in the coming days. 

 

Opposition parties have been alarmed by the AKP’s proposals. 

 

Ömer Süha Aldan, of the Republican People’s Party (CHP), said the law would “encourage 

forced marriages and legalise marriage to rapists". 

 

“If a 50 or 60 year-old is told to marry an 11-year-old after raping her, and then marries 

her years later, she will suffer the consequences,” Mr Aldan told Hurriyet Daily News. 

 

“If you give him a pass by marriage, the young girl will live in a prison for her whole life.” 

 

CHP group deputy chair Özgür Özel said the bill was approved by only one vote and 

claimed that AKP Justice Minister Bekir Bozdağ had “strategically” issued it at the last 

moment of the session. 

 

As the bill was debated and approved, the hashtag #TecavuzMesrulastirilamaz (Rape 

Cannot be Legitimised) became a top-trending topic on Twitter, as users took to social 

media to express their distaste. 

 

Yet the justice minister claimed campaigners were “distorting” the issue and denied the 

bill would legitimise rape. 

 

“What we do is to find a solution to an ongoing problem, it is not to protect rape nor 

protect rapists,” he told state-owned news agency Anadolu. 

 

Instead, he argued the bill would help couples who have consensual sex when they are 

underage and want to marry. 

 

“When a child is then born from this non-official union, the doctor warns the prosecutor 

and the man is sent to prison, putting the child and mother into financial difficulties,” he 

told the AFP news agency. 

 

Although the legal age of consent is 18 in Turkey, child marriage is widespread, 

particularly in the southeast.  

 

The country has one of the highest rates of child marriage in Europe, with an estimated 

15 per cent of girls married before their 18th birthday. 

 

TURKEY: 35 women killed in October in Turkey 

Hurriyet Daily News (16.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2eZZvBF - A total of 35 women were 

killed in October and 21 others were subjected to sexual violence, according to a report 

http://bit.ly/2eZZvBF


released by the Kadın Cinayetlerini Durduracağız Platformu, a women’s rights activist 

organization that keeps track of violence against women. 

 

According to the organization, a total of 42 children were left motherless as a result of 

femicides and 29 children were sexually abused.  

 

Three hate crimes were committed against members of the LGBTI community.  

 

The total number of femicides reached 272 since Jan. 1, the report also said.  

 

Four women were killed in the southern province of Muğla, three of them were killed in 

Istanbul, and two murders each were committed in five provinces, the western provinces 

of Aydın and Manisa, the northwestern province of Balıkesir, the southeastern province of 

Şanlıurfa and the Black Sea province of Ordu.   

 

Some 46 percent of the murdered women were married, according to the statistics 

presented by the organization. The statistics in the report also showed that 51 percent of 

the 35 women killed in October were murdered for making decisions regarding their own 

lives, for ending their relationships or for seeking divorce, while 9 percent were killed as 

they attempted to protect their daughters from their husbands.  

 

Three of the murdered women had previously been subjected to violence, applied for 

state protection or were taken under police protection, the report also said. 

 

More reading: One of the 12 suspects arrested after rape of 14-year-old girl 

 

ISRAEL: Israeli divorce refusal to be criminalized in 
certain circumstances 

Divorce refusal by women is not uncommon although occurs to a lesser extent 

than divorce refusal by men, according to activist groups. 

 

By Jeremy Sharon 

 

The Jerusalem Post (15.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2fwGz1d - A new regulation published by 

State Attorney Shai Nitzan will allow for the criminal prosecution of men or women who 

refuse to grant or accept a divorce after being instructed to do so by a rabbinical court. 

 

The measure was welcomed by women’s rights groups as a significant step, although 

some said it would not have a dramatic impact since criminal proceedings will only be 

possible if the rabbinical court issues a rarely used ruling obligating a spouse to agree to 

the divorce. 

 

Jewish law requires that a husband willingly give a bill of divorce and that a wife willingly 

accepts it in order for the marriage to be formally terminated. 

 

These requirements, however, frequently are used to extort better divorce terms, such 

as division of assets and child custody. 

 

Divorce refusal by women is not uncommon, although it occurs to a lesser extent than 

divorce refusal by men, according to activist groups. 

 

Some men also obtain a rabbinical dispensation to remarry without a divorce from their 

first wife, something that is not available to women within Jewish law. In September, 

http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/one-of-the-12-suspects-arrested-after-rape-of-14-year-old-girl-.aspx?utm_medium=email&utm_source=flipboard&pageID=238&NewsCatID=509&nid=106003
http://bit.ly/2fwGz1d


Chief Sephardi Rabbi Yitzhak Yosef said that when he sees a case in which a woman has 

refused to accept a divorce he grants this dispensation. 

 

The State Attorney’s Office said Monday that a husband who refuses to grant a bill of 

divorce “damages the basic rights and independence of the woman who is refused, 

including the right to remarry, the right to have children without them being considered 

to be prohibited to marry [under Jewish law], the right to have intimate relations among 

others and, in general, can cause economic and social damage to the female spouse.” 

 

The purpose of the new directive, says the state attorney, is to label divorce deniers as 

criminals who harm the public’s interests and values; use criminal punishments as a form 

of retribution and deterrence against harming the woman and the system of governance 

that gave the order [for a divorce]; and as a general warning for potential divorce 

refusers to reduce the phenomenon of “chained women.” 

 

The directive stipulates that, in a case where a rabbinical court has issued an order for a 

so-called obligatory bill of divorce to be issued by the husband, criminal proceedings 

must be examined for violation of a legal instruction. 

 

If someone is convicted of this crime, the prosecutor will be able to request a prison 

sentence. Should a man who is convicted but not yet sentenced decide to grant a bill of 

divorce, he would be given a lenient sentence but the conviction would still stand and he 

still would be liable for punishment. 

 

Batya Kehana-Dror, head of the Mavoi Satum women’s rights group welcomed the 

measure, but noted that rabbinical courts themselves have had the ability to use various 

sanctions, including imprisonment, for divorce refusal but they are rarely used. 

 

She also stated that the use of the “obligatory divorce” ruling by rabbinical courts, which 

is a prerequisite for criminal proceedings under the new guidelines, is used exceedingly 

rarely. 

 

Pnina Omer, director of the Yad L’Isha organization, said the measure was an important 

and unprecedented step that would improve the chances of women refused a divorce by 

their husbands to finally get one. 

 

 

Omer added, however, that she hopes the rabbinical judges “will not hesitate in issuing 

“obligatory divorce” rulings whenever possible in order to allow for criminal proceedings. 

 

UK: Why the UK government is still failing women and 
girls 

Niume.com (07.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2fVATuu - Combatting violence and domestic 

violence against women and girls is a big issue, not just in the UK, but internationally. In 

England and Wales, 2 women a week are killed by a current or former partner. That’s 1 

woman every 3 days. 

 

Internationally, global figures currently indicate that 1 in 3 women worldwide have 

experienced sexual or physical violence by a partner or non-partner in their lifetime. 

 

When we look at these worrying statistics, and see the state of current issues within the 

world, through news stories about the kidnapping of hundreds of schoolgirls, or the 

attitudes one presidential hopeful has towards his female opponent, we begin to truly 

understand the plight of women and what women still suffer with in such modern times. 

http://bit.ly/2fVATuu


 

So, what are the UK government doing about gender based violence? 

 

In 2011 The Istanbul Convention (or The Council of Europe Convention on preventing 

and combating violence against women and domestic violence) was opened for signature 

in Istanbul. The convention aims at preventing violence against women and girls, 

protecting the victims of violence, and prosecuting the perpetrators. It has currently been 

signed by 42 countries, and ratified by 22. Signing the Istanbul convention was a sign 

that the UK was stepping up the measures it takes to prevent gender based violence, it 

was a symbol of great things to come for women, and for the survivors of domestic 

abuse. 

 

However, the UK has since failed to ratify the document, meaning it is not legally bound 

to its provisions. Provisions included in the convention include education to boys and girls 

about equality and non-violent resolution in interpersonal relationships, the 

criminalisation of things such as honour violence and Female genital mutilation, ensuring 

professional services are provided for victims of domestic violence and providing safe 

accommodation for victims subjected to an act of violence, especially for women victims 

of violence and their children. 

 

The UK government to their credit, has already criminalised most of the offences the 

convention outlines, forced marriages being the last offence on the list to be criminalised, 

with the government banning forced marriages in June 2014. David Cameron’s promise 

to ratify the agreement in the coming months after the banning of forced marriages 

however, never came into effect. 

 

If the government has already criminalised the offences the convention asks it to, then 

why, almost five years after the UK signed the convention, has the government not set 

out a committed plan to ratify it? 

 

In February 2016 the government answered that question in Parliament by stating an 

issue with article 44 of the convention. This article discusses jurisdiction and international 

law, and deals with territorial issues, such as the measures to take when a perpetrator is 

in UK territory, and deciding jurisdiction when dealing with an offence. The government 

stated its aim to investigate this article, and until that investigation is over, they would 

not ratify The Istanbul Convention. 

 

However, it has still been over four years since we have signed the convention. A 

government who promised outcomes for women and girls since 2012, a government who 

promised to ratify the convention in June 2014, a government who gave their excuse in 

February 2016, is edging closer to 2017 with no sign of progress and with no timeline of 

when they will finally ratify the convention. 

 

Is article 44 the real issue? Or are the government holding back on the ratification for 

other reasons? 

 

Since 2010, 17% of women’s refuges have been cut. Nearly a third of referrals to 

women’s refuges were turned away in 2013-2014 because of lack of space. Recent cuts 

to mental health support services have left an estimated 10,000 victims of sexual abuse 

victims waiting more than a year for vital counselling services. 

 

Is it article 44 of the convention that is stopping a tory government from implicating 

change, or are the other articles of the convention, such as providing support and 

accommodation for victims, that are stopping the tory government from ratifying it, are 

their own cuts to these services preventing the UK from carrying out its promise to 

women and girls? 

 



Whatever the case, the government needs to act now to ratify the Istanbul convention, 

this isn’t just about politics. I echo Angela Crawley MP the SNP Member of parliament 

who asked in February of this year why the UK government hadn’t signed the convention, 

when I say, this issue is a human rights issue. 

 

The politics of the convention and its articles may sound confusing to you or I, but it is a 

short, and relatively easy to read agreement that the government has had over 4 years 

to debate and investigate. 

 

Women are dying in their hundred’s; children are being subjected to abuse and neglect 

because of gender based and domestic violence. What the government is doing in terms 

of cuts to services for domestic abuse victims is dangerous, The Istanbul Convention 

could have prevented these cuts, and if ratified, could mean that the government is 

legally obliged to spend more money on support services. It’s no wonder that a tory 

government throwing out cuts to the most vulnerable members of society, will not ratify 

a document that may prevent them from doing so. 

 

We must put pressure on the government to ratify the convention, and we must do so 

with haste. 

 

SAUDI ARABIA: A twice-divorced Saudi mother of six 
reinterprets Islamic law 

Fox News (07.11.2016) - http://fxn.ws/2fPPbBH - When Souad al-Shammary posted a 

series of tweets about the thick beards worn by Saudi clerics, she never imagined she 

would land in jail. 

 

She put up images of several men with beards: An Orthodox Jew, a hipster, a 

communist, an Ottoman Caliph, a Sikh, and a Muslim. She wrote that having a beard was 

not what made a man holy or a Muslim. And she pointed out that one of Islam's 

staunchest critics during the time of Prophet Muhammad had an even longer beard than 

him. 

 

The frank comments are typical of this twice-divorced mother of six and graduate of 

Islamic law, who is in many ways a walking challenge to taboos in deeply conservative 

Saudi Arabia. Raised a devout girl in a large tribe where she tended sheep, al-Shammary 

is now a 42-year-old liberal feminist who roots her arguments in Islam, taking on Saudi 

Arabia's powerful religious establishment. 

 

She has paid a price for her opinions. She spent three months in prison without charge 

for "agitating public opinion." She has been barred by the government from traveling 

abroad. Her co-founder of the online forum Free Saudi Liberals Network, blogger Raif 

Badawi, is serving a 10-year prison sentence and was publicly lashed 50 times. Her 

father disowned her in public. 

 

None of it was enough to keep her quiet. 

 

"I have rights that I don't view as against my religion," says al-Shammary. "I want to ask 

for these rights, and I want those who make decisions to hear me and act." 

 

Across the Arab world, female Islamic scholars and activists have long been pushing for 

interpretations of Shariah law that allow women more freedom. They hold that Islam 

considers men and women as equals before God, but centuries of selective interpretation 

have twisted its spirit. 

 

http://fxn.ws/2fPPbBH


"Discrimination came from a reading of the religion, not the religion itself," says Olfa 

Youssef, a professor of Islamic studies in Tunisia and member of the Musawah global 

movement of Muslim feminists. 

 

Al-Shammary is one of the most vocal and high-profile religious and women's rights 

activists within Saudi Arabia. Advocates here are demanding an end to so-called male 

guardianship rules that essentially treat women as minors, and recently sent a petition to 

King Salman that garnered about 14,700 signatures. 

 

"She's very sure of what she's saying — she doesn't hesitate," says Sahar Nassief, a 

friend and fellow Saudi activist. "She literally comes from a Bedouin environment, a 

desert environment. She's very proud of her background, but this makes her a bit blunt 

with everyone and very blunt in what she says." 

 

The boldness is evident in how she looks and carries herself. 

 

At a little past 10 p.m., al-Shammary arrives at a relaxed rooftop restaurant in the 

coastal city of Jiddah in a multi-colored abaya, the loose robe all women in Saudi Arabia 

must wear in public. But unlike the black abayas of most, hers is a rainbow of gold, beige 

and bronze stripes. Her auburn-dyed hair, infused with subtle but trendy streaks of blue, 

purposefully and willfully peaks out from under a loosely wrapped tan headscarf. Her pink 

lip gloss is shiny, her nails painted dark red. 

 

She counters what she calls the views of some women that all of life is just for "worship, 

worship, worship." 

 

"You can wear lipstick and take care of your looks," she says. "I would say to them: This 

isn't forbidden." 

 

Al-Shammary grew up the daughter of a peasant farmer in Ha'il, a landlocked province 

north of the capital, Riyadh. As the eldest of 12 children, she was in charge of the sheep. 

 

She was not just religious but a practicing Salafi, a Muslim who adheres to a literalist 

interpretation of Shariah. She even had leanings toward Sayyid Qutb, whose books are 

banned across much of the Arab world because extremists use them to justify killing 

Muslims and non-Muslims alike. 

 

She was deeply affected by the wars in Afghanistan and Bosnia, where Muslim men and 

boys were massacred. It was also at this time that the Sahwa Movement, or Islamic 

Awakening, was reaching its peak in Saudi Arabia. Conservatives demanded a bigger role 

for the clergy in government, and students no longer sang folk songs or performed 

traditional dance in schools. Women began wearing the full face veil even in communities 

where it wasn't the custom. Segregation of the sexes became more entrenched. 

 

Al-Shammary had little exposure to the outside world in Ha'il. There were no malls, no 

satellite television receivers and no movie theaters in sight. Her hobby was listening to 

the news bulletin on the radio, writing it out and reading it back to her father. She also 

listened to conservative sermons on tapes shared among neighbors and friends. 

 

"Around the world, stars are artists, actors, comedians, musicians. Our stars were 

religious men," she says. 

 

She graduated from the University of Ha'il with a degree in Islamic studies and became a 

public school teacher. She spanked girls if she heard them singing, and worked closely 

with other women to raise money for Sunni jihadis in Afghanistan fighting Communist 

Soviet forces. 

 



At 17, she married a man twice her age from the same tribe, who offered her financial 

stability. She had a girl, Yara, and was divorced at 20. 

 

She re-married, to the chief judge in Ha'il who'd overseen her divorce proceedings, a 

man of prominence and religious stature as head of the Shariah courts there. He had 

other wives and children, even grandchildren. Most importantly, though, he had no 

objections to her daughter staying with her. 

 

"He was older than my father," she says. "It wasn't love but a feeling of security." 

 

In the end, it did not protect her. 

 

Al-Shammary's journey to activism began on the day her daughter was taken from her. 

 

Almost as soon as Yara turned seven, her ex-husband gained custody. Since al-

Shammary had remarried, the court ruled that the girl should live with her father rather 

than in a house with another man. 

 

"When they took her and said, 'this is Allah's will' and 'this is Islam', this is when my 

internal rebellion was sparked," says al-Shammary. "There is no way that there is a God 

in this universe that would accept this injustice and this pain on the basis that I am a 

woman." 

 

Her ex-husband rejected tribal mediation as an alternative. Her husband, the judge, 

refused to interfere and wouldn't allow her to appeal, citing Shariah law. Her parents 

backed the court's decision and told her to be patient; it was the path to heaven. 

 

During long walks in Ha'il's hills and farms, al-Shammary stood under the open sky, 

refusing to believe that God could want a mother separated from her child. 

 

For eight years, she fought her parents, her community and anyone who stood between 

her and Yara, whom she wasn't able to see. She talked about the case in television 

interviews. She tried several times to whisk her daughter away after school, but was 

always stopped by authorities. Her ex-husband moved Yara to a farm outside the city to 

live in isolation with her grandmother. 

 

"I became crazy, but in front of my parents and my husband the judge, and the tribal 

community around him, and because of my position in the community and my name, I 

was expected to just sit like this and be a hero," she says, making an expressionless face 

and clasping her hands. 

 

She had five children from her second marriage, but it wasn't long before she was 

divorced for a second time. And nothing made up for the loss of Yara. 

 

"I prayed for a miracle to come down from the sky," she says. "I'd open the Quran. From 

the first verse on the first page to the last verse on the last page, there isn't a single 

thing that says, keep a daughter from her mother." 

 

When Yara's father fell ill and the grandmother passed away, he finally allowed her, then 

16, to live with her mother again. Al-Shammary relocated to the more liberal city of 

Jiddah with all her children finally under one roof. 

 

She used her knowledge of Shariah by trying her hand at being a legal adviser for 

women in need, whom she had power of attorney to represent in court. She grew 

impatient with the judicial system, certain that it came down to personal connections or 

the whims of male judges. 

 



Sometimes her advice was more Machiavellian than pious. Once she told a friend of hers 

to wear some make-up, find out which judge was slated to oversee her case, and then 

cry in front of him and plead for her court date to be moved up. It worked. 

 

She shared her thoughts online on how Islam sees people, including women, as born free 

and equal. She began reading about liberalism. Although many in Saudi Arabia equate 

liberalism with heresy, al-Shammary began describing herself as a liberal, saying it was 

"a translation of the spirit of Islam." 

 

So began a war of words — and of images. 

 

After she posted the pictures of men with beards, she was called a hypocrite, a 

disbeliever, wicked and evil. Sheikh Abdullah al-Manee, a member of Saudi Arabia's 

highest religious council, described her as "malicious" and called for her speedy trial. He 

told the state-linked Sabq newspaper that "Souad al-Shammary is a criminal and she will 

be held accountable for her transgressions against the prophet." 

 

Her outspokenness and her appearances on television talk shows without a face veil were 

not easy on her family in Ha'il. Her younger brother, Fayez, recalls being told by a 

community elder: "You aren't a man. How can you allow your sister to behave like this?" 

 

Fayez says he left Ha'il for about seven years because the comments became 

unbearable. His marriage proposal to a girl from another tribe was rejected because of 

his sister's reputation. He also came to blows with one of his younger brothers who 

cursed her flagrant disregard for social norms, with the two ending up in the hospital. 

 

He describes the moment she posted pictures online with her hair showing. 

 

"She opened a door that I couldn't defend," he said. 

 

Even Yara opposed her at first. 

 

"I was somehow against the idea. Like, mom, you are an activist? You are a human 

rights activist? You are women's activist? What does that even mean?" Yara asked. "I 

was so, so scared." 

 

Kids at school would taunt her sons. In turn, they sometimes lashed out against their 

mother, says Fayez. Yara said they support their mother but also question how far she 

has taken her activism. 

 

Despite prominent figures calling for al-Shammary's arrest and trial, she didn't think it 

could happen. She was sure she had not committed a crime. 

 

"I hadn't crossed the line of Shariah," she says. "I am a graduate of Shariah." 

 

The authorities thought otherwise. 

 

After several rounds of interrogation, she was detained at the women's section of 

Jiddah's Briman prison on October 28, 2014. She was accused of agitating public opinion. 

She was never tried or convicted. 

 

In prison, al-Shammary continued her advocacy behind bars, telling women that music is 

permissible and explaining their legal rights. She says female Muslim missionaries began 

appearing in prison more often, telling women their time there was the will of God. The 

television was always turned onto the religious Majd channel. 

 



Al-Shammary wondered what would come first: Her reading the Quran front to back, or 

her release from prison. 

 

She was released from detention on January 29, 2015 — before she could finish reading 

the Quran. She had to sign a pledge to reduce her activism. And a male relative, Fayez, 

had to sign for her release. 

 

She continues to tweet to her more than 207,000 followers, though she says she weighs 

her words more carefully than before. She acknowledges being brash and unwavering by 

nature, first as a conservative Salafi and then as a liberal. Her brazenness, she says, is a 

part of her character. 

 

It has also helped her succeed in her goals. Fayez notes that the right of women to have 

their own identity cards, for example, would not have happened without people like his 

sister speaking out, at a cost. 

 

Yara supports her mother's activism, although she still wishes al-Shammary would not 

give others ammunition against her by arguing about the hijab or with influential 

religious figures. 

 

"She is so encouraging to me," Yara says. "She survived stuff that you can't survive." 

 

INDIA: Witch-hunts in India: We don't talk about this 
form of violence against women 

First Post (05.11.2016) - http://bit.ly/2fdftvN - In Assam, two women, both related, were 

pushed into a well and buried alive on the night of 31 October. They were murdered after 

being branded as witches. According to one of the three men accused of the crime, their 

actions were justified because the women had "used black magic to infest with insects 

the well from which we drink water". 

This news made us all do a double take: are women still being murdered because 

someone thought she was a witch, or decided to call her a witch? Depressingly, this isn’t 

a stray crime — according to these completely horrifying statistics, a 'witchcraft'-related 

death is reported almost every third day in India. The National Crime Records Bureau 

(NCRB) data shows that 2,290 people — mostly women — were killed in India between 

2001 and 2014 for witchcraft, and we can guess what these numbers have become in 

2016. 

But the lack of conversations around witch-hunting is also telling. We don't talk about 

this form of violence against women in the way we have finally come to heatedly 

discussing sexual violence in India. The Assam murders on Monday remains just a news 

report that people chanced upon Tuesday morning. It isn’t any different in other parts of 

the country that report a high rate of violence against women branded and persecuted as 

witches. 

Earlier this year, the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) had to issue a notice to 

the Rajasthan Chief Secretary and the Director General of Police, demanding a report on 

the action taken on cases where women have been victims of witch-hunts. This came 

after it took suo motu cognisance of the issue, suddenly realising that women like Mangi 

Devi in Bhilwara district of Rajasthan had not seen any justice after she was called a 

witch and attacked with red-hot iron rods in 2014. 

But a witch-hunt goes far beyond hunting for so-called witches. Often, branding women 

as witches and using this compelling superstition to target them is a sinisterly easy way 

http://bit.ly/2fdftvN


to get hold of their property, or money, or simply for revenge. In Bhilwara, where the 

family of a woman, stoned to death on this pretext in 2010, still hasn’t seen justice. Her 

son, explaining the hidden agenda, says his mother was killed by the 'upper' caste people 

she worked for when she asked for payment. He also says that this 'upper' caste family 

had been pressuring her to give up her land. Now, after her tarring and murder as a 

witch, they have usurped her property, he alleges. 

A friend from Bihar tells me that when he was a teenager, he grew up seeing witch-hunts 

in areas like Madhuban, Bariarpur and Kharagpur. He remembers stories of women raped 

in the fields, and if they protested, they would sometimes be branded as witches to cover 

up the possibility of a police complaint. Sometimes, they would be murdered. Other 

times they were compelled into taking a kind of shame walk, where they were forced to 

admit to being witches; or the shuddhikaran, where they were coerced into drinking cow 

piss and eating human shit. 

The matter-of-factness with which he tells these stories — stories that he says often 

make the front pages of local newspapers — is alarming. It is as though this threat of 

being branded a witch has become so normal for women in parts of India that no law 

seems to make a difference. Unbelievably, the Assam Witch Hunting (Prohibition, 

Prevention and Protection) Bill 2015 was passed as recently as in August last year, and in 

Rajasthan it was passed four months before that. Reports of women attacked after being 

branded witches, like the five killed in two weeks in Bhubaneshwar this September, or 

the one in Jharkhand who was stripped, beaten, and then gang-raped in June, or the 

woman who was publicly tortured in a Malda bazaar this February, seem to have come 

and gone with none of us responding. 

So why is there this strange silence around violence against women in the form of witch-

hunting? There is the unsettling sense that our way of looking at this sort of lynching is 

as though it is something exotic and unreal, perhaps as something that we once read 

about in history textbooks and forgot. Or is it that we just don’t want to think about it 

because it happens in places that we only occasionally talk about in our conversations on 

violence against women? 

Every year, data about the huge number of reported cases of women killed in witch-

hunts are released by the NCRB, and every year there are reports comparing these 

statistics among various States. In the midst of all this number crunching, we don’t seem 

to have even begun to talk about this horrendous crime in the way we have finally 

started to talk about other kinds of violence against women. There is an urgent need to 

open up these conversations, because without them there is no way of addressing it, and 

we cannot keep ignoring these women. 

 

INDIA: A dark trade: Rape videos for sale in India 

In kiosks in Uttar Pradesh, videos of what appear to be rapes from around the 

country are sold for less than $3. 

 

Al Jazeera (31.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2eAE7CJ - In this industrial northern state, you 

can buy footage of a woman being raped for the price of a cheap meal.  

 

Al Jazeera found several videos that appeared to depict rape for sale across the state. 

They cost from Rs 20 to Rs 200 (30 cents to $3) and are transmitted to a customer's 

mobile phone in a matter of seconds.  

 

The faces of the women are visible in these films. Their voices are clear. The attacks on 

them are brutal. 

http://bit.ly/2eAE7CJ


 

In Meerut, a city in western Uttar Pradesh, an area mostly known for the manufacturing 

of sporting goods, local contacts indicated that the movie files, marketed as "rape 

videos", were available in nearby villages. 

 

With shopkeepers cautious about selling them to non-locals, one local man in the village 

of Incholi - roughly 15km from Meerut - agreed to buy one and show it to Al Jazeera.   

 

Shahnawaz, who declined to use his real name, said that the videos are not generally 

made with the intention of being sold on the open market. Still, he's heard a lot about 

them. 

 

"They make it to blackmail the victims [of rape] ... so that they don't go and file a 

complaint in the nearest police station," Shawnawaz explained. 

 

Sometimes, he said, the videos are stolen from the perpetrator's phone when he takes 

his device to a shop for repairs. The stolen footage is then sold to anyone who asks for it. 

 

Most shopkeepers are careful to sell the videos only to locals, and generally deny any 

knowledge of them. Some, however, agreed to share explicit videos, including rape clips, 

with Al Jazeera. 

 

One of them admitted that he had many such "local films", as the videos are 

euphemistically referred to. There are watchwords in the trade - akin to a secret 

handshake - that let the sellers know that a customer seeks rape videos - as opposed to 

other pornography, which the kiosks also sell.   

 

Once a rape video reaches one dealer, it spreads like wildfire, through applications such 

as WhatsApp, to other parts of the country. In fact, "WhatsApp sex videos" is one term 

used for rape videos in this part of the country.  

 

In the village of Saharanpur in western Uttar Pradesh, one man who readily admitted 

that he frequently purchases pornography - particularly videos of rape - told Al Jazeera 

that he buys them from other nearby villages. 

 

The videos he buys at shops and kiosks come mainly from other customers who sell the 

footage to the shopkeepers, he explained. He has a collection of these films on his laptop 

and described the rape footage as "pornography". 

 

He watches the videos, he said, because they give him "peace of mind". 

 

'Rape video, what is this?' 

 

While customers seem to be savvy to the availability of the latest rape video, local police 

appear to be oblivious. 

 

When Al Jazeera contacted the District Inspector General of Police for Saharanpur Range, 

A K Shahi, he said he did not know what a rape video was. 

 

"Rape video ... ye kya hota hai (Rape video, what is this)?" he asked. 

 

Upon being informed, he said that if provided with the video, he would take action. 

 

The Inspector General of Police for Meerut Range, Ajay Anand, told Al Jazeera that he 

was too new to the job to know anything about the videos. 

 



"I have been posted here recently. Hence I don't have any idea of these rape videos 

being sold in the market," he said. 

 

"I am not in a position to comment. I don't know the authenticity of these rape videos. I 

need to see them first before making any comment." 

 

Al Jazeera was able to buy several of the videos with relative ease from different 

locations. 

 

A senior leader of the Bhartiya Janta Party, Sanjeev Balyan - who is also a member of 

parliament for Muzaffarnagar in Uttar Pradesh - said that he believes the government's 

insensitivity towards women is a major factor in the rise of sexual violence in the 

country. 

 

"In my constituency, I have heard about such videos being sold but police have taken no 

concrete action to stop this social malice. This proves how insensitive this government is 

towards the safety of women and their dignity," he said. 

 

"In states like Uttar Pradesh, there is no supremacy of rule and order. Police act at the 

orders of politicians; even local politicians have an influence on police forces," he added. 

 

Dominance and extortion  

 

The videos Al Jazeera saw were deeply disturbing, and included what appeared to be a 

minor. One woman begged her rapists to stop, saying that her only recourse would be 

suicide. Another begged her assailants to at least stop recording the attack. 

 

Anti-rape activists said the making of such videos is largely a display of dominance. 

 

Mangla Verma, a Delhi High Court lawyer, who also works with the Human Rights Law 

Network, explained: "Rape is seen as an assertion of power by a man over a woman. It is 

in this process that he films the act, showing that he can not only commit rape, but also 

record the same and circulate it among others." 

 

"This is how patriarchy works," she added. 

 

While it is difficult to confirm that all of the videos show footage of actual rape rather 

than emulating rape, their presence on the market is particularly troubling given the 

prevalence of sexual assault in the country. 

 

"This reflects a culture of rape in this country. Rapes are not just being committed but 

also glorified through [the] sale of such videos. It is shameful that such a market exists 

right under the nose of the governments and there are buyers of such videos," said 

Brinda Karat, a former member of parliament in Rajyasabha and also a Politbureau 

member of the Communist Party of India. 

 

"The state machinery has completely failed to curb it. It is ironical [sic] that ... a country 

where there are governments which are sending people to jail for possessing bottles of 

alcohol is so insensitive towards such crimes committed against women." 

 

Indeed, despite introducing stringent laws to curb crime against women after the high-

profile 2012 gang rape case, crimes against women continue to rise.  

 

According to the National Crime Record Bureau of India, in 2014 a total of 337,992 

incidents of violence against women were recorded, showing an increase of 9 percent 

over the previous year. 

 



In 2015, the number of rape cases declined by 5.6 percent to 34,651 reported cases, 

down from 36,735 in 2014. However, other sexual offences, such as sexual harassment, 

stalking, voyeurism and "assault on women with intent to outrage her modesty", 

increased by 2.5 percent.  

 

The news that such rape videos are being sold is of particular concern to victims of the 

crime, who fear that they will further perpetuate violence against women.  

 

Sixteen-year-old Shikha (not her real name) is a victim of rape. She told Al Jazeera: "It 

is obnoxious to know that now such videos are being sold. I can only imagine the ordeal 

of those victims who have been filmed while being raped." 

 

After she was raped in her village in March 2015, Shikha endured "shaming" by her 

classmates and had to drop out of school.  

 

Her family pressed charges against her alleged rapist, who is currently incarcerated, 

awaiting trial. 

 

"[The videos] will bolster the morale of the perpetrators who would now know that they 

cannot only commit such crimes with complete impunity, but also circulate the video of 

the crime," she said. 

 

"I can only imagine what the women have to go through ... one can only wonder what 

would have happened to these victims whose videos are being sold in the market," said 

Shaikha. 

 

"I don't doubt that many of them might have resorted to committing suicide." 

 

Other reading: Khwezi showed how to challenge rape culture – the rest is up to us 

 

SOMALIA: Meet the tank girls taking on al-Shabab 

Somalia’s fight against jihad will be decisive for women’s rights — and may be 

decided by female soldiers. 

 

By Christina Goldbaum 

 

Foreign Policy (28.10.2016) - http://atfp.co/2f1b9NR - It was 9:30 a.m., in a desolate 

corner of Somalia, and Lt. Cpl. Juliet Uwimana was taking her tank for a test drive. She 

and the rest of Uganda’s Battle Group 18 had been in the war-torn Lower Shabelle region 

for only a week, but already the battle group was on high alert. 

 

Al-Shabab militants had overrun three similar forward-operating bases in the last year, 

killing more than 100 soldiers. They had also attacked dozens of other bases, including 

one just six miles from their post in Arabiska. But this morning was a quiet one — hence 

Uwimana’s test drive in the T-55 tank. She stood on a metal seat as the machine jerked 

forward, spewing smoke from its massive treads and rolling through sand so deep it 

threatened to swallow the vehicle whole. 

 

Uwimana is one of roughly 500 women in the Ugandan contingent of AMISOM, the 

17,000-strong African Union force tasked with battling al-Shabab and securing the 

troubled Horn of Africa nation so that a political process can take root. They serve as 

drivers, gunners, and technicians in the motorized infantry division — roles that women 

were barred from in the U.S. military until as recently as last year. But in Somalia, 

female peacekeepers have been serving in these positions for years. 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/nov/03/khwezi-showed-how-to-challenge-culture-fezekile-ntsukela-kuzwayo-fezeka-jacob-zuma?utm_medium=email&utm_source=flipboard
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This is remarkable not only because al-Shabab is among the region’s most dangerous 

terror groups, but because Somalia is generally one of the most dangerous places in the 

world to be a woman, according to various rankings and polls. Somalia has the highest 

prevalence of female genital mutilation in the world at 95 percent, among the highest 

maternal mortality rates at 1,600 deaths per 100,000 live births, and, though official 

statistics are unreliable, anecdotal evidence suggests that sexual assault remains an 

inescapable threat for most women across the country. 

 

But the fact that AMISOM features so many women in combat roles is neither a matter of 

oversight, nor desperation. It’s a strategic gambit. The female peacekeepers have an 

unspoken but very clear mandate: to prevent their male colleagues from perpetrating 

sexual violence against civilians and to help nurture faint stirrings of gender equality in 

Somalia. 

 

After a bumpy swing around the base’s green Hesco barriers, Uwimana’s tank gunner, Lt. 

Cpl. Lehi Chebet, calls down for the tank’s driver to cut the engine, her voice nearly 

drowned out by its roar. The vehicle lurches to a halt and the fresh-faced tank gunner 

nimbly maneuvers her way out of its small opening, giving a short nod. The machine is 

ready. 

 

or nearly three decades, Somalia has been the world’s default example of a failed state. 

After the collapse of dictator Siad Barre’s regime in 1991, the country fell under the sway 

of a patchwork of local warlords whose bloody inter-clan fighting destroyed infrastructure 

and crops and produced one of the worst famines the world has ever seen. Out of this 

chaos came the terrorist group al-Shabab, which pledged allegiance to al Qaeda and 

seized control of large swaths of the country, including parts of the capital, Mogadishu. 

 

AMISOM first deployed to Somalia in 2007 under an African Union Peace and Security 

Council mandate to protect Somali infrastructure and government officials as well as to 

deliver humanitarian aid. Since then, the mission’s size, mandate, and geographical 

presence have dramatically increased. AMISOM’s mission is now more counterinsurgency 

than peacekeeping. Its troops have pushed al-Shabab militants out of most urban areas 

and into sparsely populated regions like Lower Shabelle, where the two forces are 

engaged in a deadly game of cat and mouse. 

 

But as AMISOM’s presence has grown, so too has the controversy surrounding it. A 2014 

Human Rights Watch report documented widespread sexual exploitation and assault of 

women and girls by Ugandan and Burundian troops within AMISOM. Since the report was 

released, AMISOM has created mechanisms for survivors of sexual violence to report 

accusations against soldiers. But it has also worked to keep new allegations of sexual 

assault from becoming public. According to U.N. and nongovernmental organization 

sources working on gender-based violence in Somalia, a 2013 internal U.N. report that 

alleged sexual assault by AMISOM soldiers was buried after researchers involved in 

writing it received death threats. 

 

Deploying female peacekeepers has been a part of the U.N.’s official strategy to fight 

sexual violence since 2000, when the Security Council passed Resolution 1325 on 

Women, Peace, and Security. The logic behind that resolution, which called for greater 

female participation in peacekeeping missions as well as new safeguards to prevent 

gender-based violence, was simple: Women are generally more comfortable speaking 

with female authorities, so deploying female blue helmets should make it easier for 

women to report cases of sexual violence and enhance the ability of missions like 

AMISOM to investigate such cases. The presence of female soldiers within peacekeeping 

battalions is also thought to make sexual violence against civilians less likely. 

 



But beyond the U.N.’s impressive claim, made in a study of Resolution 1325’s 

implementation last year, that “not a single female peacekeeper has ever been accused 

of sexual exploitation and abuse on mission,” there is little more than anecdotal evidence 

to support the idea that female peacekeepers are an effective antidote to sexual violence. 

 

“There is this idea that women are a civilizing influence, that maybe some men would be 

ashamed in front of their female colleagues to be engaged in that kind of behavior,” said 

Mary Schwoebel, a professor of conflict resolution studies at Nova Southeastern 

University in Florida who has trained Ugandan peacekeepers in Somalia. “But unless 

women are commanders and have the power to do something about it, I’m not sure that 

makes any difference.” 

 

Sixteen years after the resolution was approved, women still account for only 3 to 4 

percent of all U.N. peacekeepers. According to Pablo Castillo-Diaz, a peace and security 

analyst at U.N. Women, a United Nations agency dedicated to gender equality, “many of 

them are in support roles, such as clerical support jobs, even if they have been trained to 

be much more in contact with the population or in protection tasks.” 

 

The proportion of women in AMISOM’s Ugandan contingent is only slightly higher than 

the U.N. average of 6.6 percent. And Uganda consistently ranks near the bottom of the 

U.N. Development Program’s Gender Inequality Index. But with more than 30 percent of 

those women serving in combat positions, the likelihood that they will eventually attain 

leadership positions is much higher. Many of these women not only aspire to be 

commanders, they view themselves as pioneers in a new generation of female fighters on 

the front line. 

 

Ugandan Pvt. Scovia Nagun Mafabo, who drives a tank-like infantry combat vehicle 

known as a BMP, said there were no female BMP drivers when she arrived at the 

Kampala Armoured Warfare Training School in 2012. “But when I arrived, they said let us 

see if these girls can also manage and they selected four of us to train with the men,” 

she said. “After we successfully finished the course and qualified to be drivers, the school 

said, ‘From today we are going to be training more girls.’ Now we have trained six more 

girls in BMP.” 

 

Still, the number of Ugandan women training and serving in combat roles has begun to 

grow only recently, meaning that it will be a decade or more until they ascend the ranks 

to positions of power. And even when there are more female officers, many fear it won’t 

do much to change the hyper-masculine culture that prevails in most militaries that 

contribute peacekeeping troops. 

 

“[Military] culture is not being changed by women; it’s changing women,” Schwoebel 

said. “The culture is a really macho, sexist culture, and it’s not going to change easily. So 

to succeed as a woman and get promoted to higher echelons, you have to adopt a 

character or traits that are also macho.” 

 

This might be true in places like Arabiska, the remote forward operating base where 

Uwimana and Chebet work beside only a few female colleagues. But in Uganda’s main 

AMISOM base in the Somali capital of Mogadishu, where the largest group of female 

soldiers is stationed, women have carved out a space where femininity becomes its own 

form of camaraderie. 

 

“You see this is our place; here we can just relax,” Cpl. Maimuna Kahindo, who drives a 

non-armored vehicle transporting equipment and personnel, said recently as she and 

seven other female soldiers kicked back in a women-only dormitory on AMISOM’s 

massive razor-wired complex at the airport in Mogadishu. Kahindo, who is stocky with a 

wide, infectious smile, plopped down on a bed made up with green-and-pink plaid sheets 

in their shipping-container-turned-barracks. She and the other soldiers were debating the 



merits of a jar of hair cream with a picture of a woman suggestively tilting her head on 

the label. The consensus was that nothing — not even the contents of the jar — could 

help their hair in Somalia’s oppressive heat. 

 

Eventually tiring of the conversation, Kahindo turned on the large stereo next to her bed 

and a popular Nigerian pop song filled the room. She stood and started swaying to the 

beat, elbows hugging her hips, as the women on the bed cheered her on. One chorus in, 

Oliver Basalirwa, another driver, joined Kahindo and began crooning along to the song. 

 

Kahindo laughed. “You see,” she said, still rocking her hips to the music. “Here we are 

just at peace. Mogadishu, it is not too bad, yeah?” 

 

Driving through the Somali capital, it’s easy to forget that just a few years ago these 

streets were the front lines of the war against al-Shabab. These days, humid air from the 

Indian Ocean wafts over the shiny blue windows of brand-new office buildings and young 

girls jump around poorly painted but brightly colored playgrounds. The restaurant at the 

Beach View Hotel, a faded yellow building sandwiched between a wall of Hesco barriers 

and a white sand waterfront, is packed once again, only four months after an al-Shabab 

attack there killed at least 20 people. 

 

Mogadishu’s peace is tenuous. In July, two suicide bombers tried to breach the AMISOM 

base where Kahindo and Basalirwa are stationed, killing 14 people. But for a country that 

has been at war for a quarter century, the change in the city feels dramatic. It just 

hosted its second annual international book fair, drawing hundreds of visitors and 

showcasing more than a dozen local and international authors. Residents can now stroll 

down the street and grab a slice of brick-oven pizza or watch a 3-D movie at the Pizza 

House Cinema. 

 

Although most of the country outside the capital remains dangerous, the relative calm in 

Mogadishu has allowed a national discussion about gender roles and women’s rights that 

was impossible during the height of the war. The Parliament has drafted and debated — 

though not passed — a bill that would criminalize sexual violence for the first time, and 

the National Leadership Forum, which is overseeing preparations for the country’s 

upcoming general election, has endorsed a 30 percent quota for women in Parliament. 

 

Peacetime has many obvious benefits for Somali women; among the hardships of 

wartime, they were disproportionately affected by sexual violence and inadequate access 

to health care. But there are some who worry that the end of war could mean a step 

backward for women. Women routinely became heads of households out of necessity 

during the war, and many started businesses in order to survive. 

 

“You can always say conflict is an opportunity for gender roles to change,” said Tanya 

Chopra, a contractor with U.N. Women in Somalia. “In some areas women of Somalia 

have been more economically engaged because their husbands are fighting or have died, 

and women are wondering now if … they will have to go back to being in the house and 

have to give up their economic engagement.” 

 

Some, including Chopra, are looking to the female soldiers in AMISOM to inspire Somali 

women to fight to retain their wartime freedoms. They also hope that the presence of 

female AMISOM officers in the street, in U.N. conference rooms, and in meetings with top 

Somali officials will change men’s perceptions about gender roles. 

 

“When we say we have a leader who’s coming to meet you, [local leaders] expect to see 

a male and they are surprised when they see a female. Maybe because of the culture 

they thought as a female you can’t be a leader,” said Ugandan Capt. Mercy Ruhinda. “But 

I think that is starting to change, at least they see that women can be in leadership 

positions, and we are trying to help address the problems here.” 



 

But where many see the presence of female AMISOM soldiers having the greatest impact 

is in changing the mindset of young Somali girls. According to Schwoebel, “It could have 

a great impact on young women in Somalia because seeing women, especially from 

African countries, in these positions, they become like role models to these young girls.” 

 

Evidence from previous missions suggests that the example set by female peacekeepers 

can make a difference. In Liberia, for example, an all-female Formed Police Unit from 

India was credited by the U.N. with inspiring Liberian women to join the country’s police 

force, increasing the percentage of female officers from 13 to 21 in the five years after 

the Indian unit deployed in 2007. In Somalia, a similar trend is emerging, perhaps 

inspired by the women of AMISOM and perhaps by a 24-year-old member of the 

diaspora, Iman Elman, who as a captain is the highest-ranking woman of the Somali 

National Army (SNA). Elman was raised in Canada following the slaying of her father, the 

prominent human rights activist Elman Ali Ahmed, but returned to Mogadishu in 2009 to 

work at her mother’s center for victims of sexual assault, the Elman Peace and Human 

Rights Center. 

 

“A lot of girls I talked to believed that they were physically incapable of doing what men 

could do,” Elman said. “I remember Googling woman bodybuilders and showing them the 

pictures because I wanted them to see that that wasn’t true.” 

 

Elman soon realized the only way to convince young women of their potential would be to 

demonstrate it herself — by joining the military. When she enlisted in the SNA at the age 

of 19, she was one of only two women in her battalion of 350 soldiers. After a year of 

struggling through intense verbal abuse from her male colleagues, Elman went on to 

serve on the front lines of the war against al-Shabab, earning national recognition for her 

accomplishments. Though the number of women in uniform is still very low, she says, 

more young women are expressing interest in joining Somalia’s nascent military force. 

 

“There’s been an influx of girls, young girls, joining the army, and the boys are a bit 

more accepting of it than when I joined,” she said. 

 

But the SNA is still a long way from being considered a professional fighting force. It’s 

estimated that 16,000 troops are poorly trained and equipped, and they often go months 

without pay. That poses a host of challenges for female troops like Elman that the 

women of AMISOM don’t have to contend with. The Somali army doesn’t have proper 

barracks, let alone reporting mechanisms or disciplinary procedures for gender-based 

discrimination and abuse. 

 

“We still don’t have a gender department, we don’t have a human rights department,” 

Elman said. “When I joined there wasn’t a single channel where I could lodge any 

complaints about how the guys were treating me.” 

 

Somali female soldiers haven’t yet earned the same respect as their AMISOM 

counterparts, and young SNA recruits still complain about sexual harassment and 

mistreatment by their male colleagues, Elman said. But as AMISOM prepares to withdraw 

from Somalia and hand combat operations over to the SNA, perhaps as early as 2018, 

the role of female soldiers in both forces has never been more important. Gender norms 

are changing as Somalia inches toward peace, and women in uniform will play an 

important role in safeguarding what little progress was made toward gender equality 

during wartime — and leading the charge for full equality during peacetime. 

 

For now, peace and equality seem a long way off. Though some stability has returned to 

Mogadishu, bombings and targeted assassinations are still commonplace. Outside the 

capital, al-Shabab still terrorizes huge swaths of the country and clan militias do as they 

please in the absence of government control. The outlook for women in these areas is 



grim; one out of every 12 women dies of pregnancy related-causes and nearly half of all 

Somali girls are married by the age of 18. Whether or not the government can wrest 

control over these regions will not just be decisive for women. It may be decided by 

women, since more of them are serving in uniform. 

 

“Women raised this country; they have been mediating peace throughout the war,” said 

Leila Mohamoud Abdulle, a women’s rights activist in Mogadishu. Now women have a 

chance to fight for peace on the frontlines and help build a culture of respect and gender 

equality in the armed forces. 

 

“If we want peace to last,” she said, “we are going to need the leadership from women.” 

 

AFGHANISTAN: Afghanistan’s mysterious vanishing plan 
on women and peace talks 

Donors should press Kabul to live up to commitments 

 

By Heather Barr 

 

HRW.org (27.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2e2hxHO - When you agree to give someone 

billions of dollars, you want to be pretty sure you know what you’re getting in return, 

right? 

 

But donors who doled out US$15.2 billion in aid to Afghanistan seemed to have failed to 

do just that when it came to the critical issue of the participation of women in the peace 

process. 

 

At the October 5, 2016, Brussels Conference on Afghanistan, donors agreed to provide 

$15.2 billion in aid over the next four years. That’s great news, because the needs in 

Afghanistan are increasingly desperate, as security deteriorates, the economy falters, 

and hundreds of thousands of people sent back from Pakistan, Iran, Europe, and 

elsewhere struggle to survive alongside more than a million internally displaced people. 

 

But things start to look shaky when you look at the 24 benchmarks the Afghan 

government agreed to – after extensive negotiations with donors ahead of the summit – 

in return for the assistance. 

 

One of these benchmarks relates to Afghanistan’s implementation of Security Council 

Resolution 1325, adopted in 2000, calling for women’s “equal participation and full 

involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security.” This 

is especially important in Afghanistan, where women’s rights activists have for years 

raised concerns that the government will trade away women’s rights in an effort to reach 

an accommodation with the Taliban. These fears have been exacerbated by the routine 

exclusion of women from peace negotiations, which has continued, despite promises to 

the contrary, under the National Unity Government that took power in 2014.  

 

The Brussels benchmark states that the Afghan government will “demonstrate progress 

in implementing [the National Action Plan on Resolution] 1325 as specified in its 

implementation plan through annual published reporting in 2017 and 2018.” 

 

But the catch is that the donors who negotiated this benchmark haven’t seen this 

implementation plan. The government in June 2015 issued a National Action Plan on 

implementing Resolution 1325, but it was a general set of goals, not a specific plan. The 

government promised, at a previous donor conference, to produce a detailed 

http://bit.ly/2e2hxHO


implementation plan by the end of 2015. That plan was never produced, or if it was, it 

was never made public or, apparently, shared with donors. 

 

Afghan women had no chance to negotiate for themselves how the Brussels benchmarks 

would represent their interests. That was reserved for the donors putting up the cash. 

Those donors should face hard questions about why, on this crucial issue, they were 

ready to settle for a plan they’d never seen. And the Afghan government should 

demonstrate they have a plan by letting the world see it. 

 

WORLD: Sex, honour, shame and blackmail in an online 
world 

A BBC investigation has found that thousands of young women in conservative 

societies across North Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia are being shamed 

or blackmailed with private and sometimes sexually explicit images. Daniel Silas 

Adamson looks at how smartphones and social media are colliding head-on with 

traditional notions of honour and shame. 

 

BBC (26.10.2016) - http://bbc.in/2eDrNpv - In 2009 an 18-year-old Egyptian girl, 

Ghadeer Ahmed, sent a video clip to her boyfriend's phone. The clip showed Ghadeer 

dancing at the house of a female friend. There was nothing pornographic about it, but 

she was wearing a revealing dress and dancing without any inhibition. 

Three years later, in an act of revenge after their relationship had ended, the boyfriend 

posted the video to YouTube. Ghadeer panicked. She knew that the whole situation - the 

dance, the dress, the boyfriend - would be utterly unacceptable to her parents, to their 

neighbours, and to a society in which women were required to cover their bodies and 

behave with modesty. 

But in the years since she had sent the video, Ghadeer had also taken part in the 

Egyptian revolution, taken off her hijab, and started to speak out about the rights of 

women. Outraged that a man had attempted to publicly shame her, she took legal action. 

Although she succeeded in having him convicted for defamation, the video remained on 

YouTube - and Ghadeer found herself attacked on social media by men who sought to 

discredit her by posting links to it. 

In 2014, sick of the abuse and tired of worrying about who might see the film, Ghadeer 

made a brave decision: she posted the video on her own Facebook page. In an 

accompanying comment, she argued that it was time to stop using women's bodies to 

shame and silence them. Watch the video, she said. I'm a good dancer. I have no reason 

to feel ashamed. 

Ghadeer is more outspoken than most Arab women, but her situation is not unusual. A 

BBC investigation has found that thousands of young people - mainly girls and women - 

are being threatened, blackmailed, or shamed with digital images from the innocently 

flirtatious to the sexually explicit. Obtained by men - sometimes with consent, sometimes 

through sexual assault - these images are being used to extort money, to coerce women 

into sending more explicit images, or to force them to submit to sexual abuse. 

Revenge porn is a problem in every country on Earth, but the potency of sexual images 

as weapons of intimidation stems from their capacity to inflict shame on women - and in 

some societies, shame is a much more serious matter. 

"In the West, it's a different culture," says Inam al-Asha, a psychologist and women's 

rights activist in Amman, Jordan. "A naked picture might only humiliate a girl. But in our 

http://bbc.in/2eDrNpv


society, a naked picture might lead to her death. And even if her life isn't finished 

physically, it is finished socially and professionally. People stop associating with her and 

she ends up ostracised and isolated." 

Most cases of this form of abuse go unreported because the same forces that make 

women vulnerable also ensure they remain silent. But lawyers, police, and activists in a 

dozen countries have told the BBC that the arrival of smartphones and social media has 

sparked a hidden epidemic of online blackmail and shaming. 

Zahra Sharabati, a Jordanian lawyer, told the BBC that in the last two or three years she 

has handled at least 50 cases involving the use of digital images or social media to 

threaten or shame women. "But in the whole of Jordan," she says, "I think the number is 

far higher - not fewer than 1,000 cases involving social media. More than one girl, I 

think, was killed as a result of this issue." 

Louay Zreiqat, a police officer in the West Bank, says that last year the Palestinian police 

cybercrime unit handled 502 online crimes, many of which involved private pictures of 

women. His compatriot Kamal Mahmoud, who runs an anti-extortion website, says he 

receives more than 1,000 requests for help every year from women across the Arab 

world. 

"Sometimes the photos are not sexual… a photo of a girl not wearing a hijab could be 

scandalous. A man could use this photo to pressure the girl to send more photos," he 

says. "The Gulf countries are facing blackmail on a huge scale, especially girls in Saudi 

Arabia, the UAE, Kuwait, Qatar, and Bahrain. Some girls tell us, 'If these photos are 

made public, I will be in real danger.'" 

In Saudi Arabia, the problem is so serious that the religious police have set up a special 

unit to pursue blackmailers and to help women who are being threatened. In 2014 the 

then head of the religious police, Dr Abdul Latif al-Sheikh, told a Saudi newspaper, "We 

receive hundreds of calls every day from women who are being blackmailed." 

Further east, Pavan Duggal, a lawyer with India's Supreme Court, talks of a "torrent" of 

cases involving digital images of women. "My guesstimate is going to be that we are 

seeing thousands of such cases [in India] on a daily basis," he says. 

And in Pakistan, Nighat Dad, head of an NGO dedicated to making the online world safer 

for women, says "two or three girls or women every day" - about 900 per year - contact 

her organisation because they are being threatened. 

"When women are in a relationship they share their pictures or videos," she says. "And if 

the relationship ends, not on a good note, the other party misuses the data and 

blackmails them - not only to remain in the relationship but to do all sorts of other weird 

stuff." 

But it goes beyond blackmail. Nighat Dad is also starting to see a disturbing link between 

smartphones and sexual violence. 

"It started from intimate pictures, but now it has a very grave connection with rape 

itself," she says. Before these technologies, when perpetrators used to do rape they had 

no idea how to silence the woman… But now technology brings another aspect to the 

whole rape culture, and it's to silence women by making a video and then to threaten 

that if they speak out, this video will be shared online." 

The more devastating the consequences of public exposure, the more power the 

perpetrator has over the victim. 



One young woman from rural Tunisia told the BBC her story from a women's prison on 

the country's north coast. It began when she was sexually assaulted and photographed 

naked by a friend of her father. The images left her at the mercy of her abuser, who 

subjected her to months of sexual violence, while also blackmailing her for money. It was 

not until the man threatened to rape her younger sister that Amal reached her limit. She 

invited him to her house and murdered him with a meat cleaver. She is now serving a 

25-year prison sentence. 

Another young woman, the 16-year-old victim of a gang rape in Morocco, set herself on 

fire in July this year, after her rapists threatened to share images of the attack online. 

The eight accused were trying to intimidate the girl's family into dropping the charges 

against them but instead drove her to suicide, as she suffered third-degree burns and 

died in hospital. 

It is in India and Pakistan, however, that the use of mobile phones to record sexual 

assault appears to be most widespread. 

In August 2016, the Times of India found that hundreds - perhaps thousands - of video 

clips of rape were being sold in shops across the northern state of Uttar Pradesh every 

day. One shopkeeper in Agra told the newspaper: "Porn is passé. These real-life crimes 

are the rage." Another, according to the same report, was overheard telling customers 

that they might even know the girl in the "latest, hottest" video. 

In one example investigated by the BBC, a 40-year-old health worker took her own life 

after a video of her being raped by a gang was circulated in her village via the messaging 

service WhatsApp. The woman appealed to village elders for help but, according to a 

colleague, received no support from a society which saw her as not only sullied by the 

attack, but even to blame for it. 

But the power of these images in conservative societies can cut both ways. 

Some women have understood that if they can be used as weapons to shame women, 

then they may also be used as weapons to attack or challenge patriarchal cultures. 

When Ghadeer Ahmed posted the dancing video on Facebook she was not just 

undermining attempts to humiliate her, but rejecting the very idea that the video was a 

source of shame. 

In 2011, another young woman from North Africa, Amina Sboui, went even further: she 

posted a topless photo of herself on Facebook. Across her naked torso she had written, 

"My body belongs to me - it is not the source of anyone's honour." The image ignited a 

firestorm of controversy in Tunisia. 

More recently Qandeel Baloch, who came from a village in Pakistan's Punjab region, used 

social media to gain celebrity by posting provocative selfies online. Known as the Kim 

Kardashian of Pakistan, she challenged Pakistani social norms by embracing the 

sexualised culture of the internet - until she was strangled by her brother in July this 

year for bringing shame on the family. 

The power of smartphones and social media appears not to have been lost on the 

authorities in Saudi Arabia, who, as well as aggressively pursuing men who misuse 

images of women, run campaigns to educate girls about the dangers of sharing photos 

online. On one level this is an important measure to protect Saudi women, but the 

urgency of the response may also reflect a recognition that technology has the power to 

change patterns of behaviour and ways of thinking - and that it is already opening up a 

new front in the battle over what women can and cannot do with their bodies. 

 



IRELAND: Irish parliament could decide on abortion 
referendum by end-2017 

Reuters (25.10.2016) - http://reut.rs/2eFtksd - Ireland's parliament could be in a 

position to decide on whether to hold a referendum to repeal restrictive abortion laws by 

the end of next year if a citizens' assembly recommends a vote should be held to widen 

access. 

 

Regulations in the once stridently Catholic Ireland are among the strictest in the world 

and Prime Minister Enda Kenny this month called together 99 members of the public to 

advise government on the politically-divisive issue. 

 

The assembly has been asked to deliver its report in the first half of 2017 and the 

government said on Tuesday that a parliamentary committee due to be set up to respond 

would be convened immediately and have six months to do so. 

 

If a referendum is recommended, a vote would then be needed in parliament to set one 

up, potentially paving the way for a plebiscite in 2018. 

 

Activists who marched in their thousands last month to seek the abolition of the eighth 

amendment of the constitution, which enshrines an equal right to life of the mother and 

her unborn child, have pressured the government not to delay a decision. 

 

Abortion has long been a controversial topic in Ireland where a complete ban was only 

lifted in 2013 when terminations were allowed if a mother's life is in danger. Anti-

abortion supporters demand no further changes to safeguard all life. 

 

The timetable set out by the government on Tuesday was in response to opposition 

attempts to provide for a referendum immediately that threatened a split among the 

minority coalition government. 

 

INDIA: The female Sharia judges of India 

Can women-run Islamic courts bring gender justice to India’s Muslims? One 

group that is training India’s first class of female ‘qazis,’ or Islamic judges, 

thinks it can. 

 

By Emily Feldman 

 

The Daily Beast (18.10.2016) - http://thebea.st/2erttyH - From her home in the Indian 

city of Bhopal, Safia Akhtar listens in on her neighbors’ most intimate dramas. 

As often as three times a week, women pass through her door to complain of deceitful 

husbands, evil in-laws, abandonment, and abuse. Akhtar, a grandmother, hears from 

both sides of each dispute before dispensing justice, according to the teachings of the 

Quran. 

She is a female Sharia judge. 

There are few in India, but that is changing as a movement of Muslim women, fed up 

with misogynist practices in their communities, take matters of Islamic justice into their 

hands. 

http://reut.rs/2eFtksd
http://thebea.st/2erttyH


Zakia Soman, a prominent activist, is among the women leading the charge. Her 

organization, the Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan, or BMMA, has been fighting for 

Muslim women’s rights for nearly a decade and is now training what it says is India’s first 

class of female “qazis”— Islamic judges who oversee marriage, divorce, and other 

personal matters in Muslim communities. Akhtar is part of the inaugural class of 30 

women. 

“There is now an alternative voice within India’s Muslim community which is demanding 

justice and equality for women. And the most important thing is that more and more 

Muslim women are coming forward in support of [this change],” Soman said. 

Though India is a secular democracy, the government allows each religious group to 

manage its community’s personal affairs, like marriage, divorce, and inheritance. For 

India’s nearly 180 million Muslims—India’s largest minority group and the largest 

population of Muslims in any country besides Indonesia—these matters are often settled 

by male qazis who, Soman argues, perpetuate “barbaric” and “un-Quranic” practices like 

polygamy and child marriage. 

Soman and her colleagues have witnessed the devastating consequences of these 

customs and concluded that the problems that plague India’s Muslim women have 

nothing to do with Islam—but with men. 

“The Quran has provided gender justice to women,” Soman said, arguing that the most 

notorious anti-women practices associated with Islam are “nowhere sanctioned in the 

Quran.” 

Aiming to rebalance the gender scales, Soman and her colleagues launched the Darul 

Uloom Niswaan, an Islamic theology center offering a qazi training program for women, 

which started last year. 

The yearlong program begins with a deep dive into the country’s laws and constitution 

with a special focus on legal protections for minorities and women. It then moves on to 

the study of Islam and the Quran “from a humanist and gender-just perspective.” 

“We take them through how the entire affair of interpreting the Quran and laying down 

the Islamic principles has been in the hands of male scholars. We then focus on verses 

pertaining to women—about marriage, divorce, polygamy, guardianship, a woman’s 

[role] in society—and verses of the Quran that put across very clearly that men and 

women are equal in the eyes of Allah,” Soman said. 

By the end of the year, a diverse group of women from 10 states—a third of whom 

completed their formal educations and four of whom have master’s degrees—will finish 

their training and, if they haven’t started already, begin conducting marriages and 

settling domestic disputes. 

The initiative is not without controversy. Akhtar, a longtime advocate for women’s rights, 

has been likened in local media to Salman Rushdie and Taslima Nasrin, a feminist 

Bangladeshi writer in exile who fled death threats for her criticism of Islam. “Certain 

factions of society say female qazis should not be part of Islam and that this is un-

Islamic and we should be thrown out,” Akhtar said. While she says she does not fear for 

her safety “yet,” she has stirred up angry reactions in the press. 

“It’s a new concept for most of the Muslims in this city, because they have never seen 

female qazis. They are used to seeing a man with a beard and a turban as a qazi, so it 

was a shocker for a lot of people,” her son, Saud Akhtar, said. 



The criticism doesn’t only come from hardline clerics and their followers, but also from 

proponents of a strictly secular system that eliminates India’s “parallel judicial system.” 

“India must have one constitution, and only those judges and courts that work under it,” 

wrote Tufail Ahmad, author of Jihadist Threat to India: The Case for Islamic Reformation 

by an Indian Muslim, adding that “in the current era, Muslim women’s liberty cannot be 

subject to the [Quran].” 

Yet Soman argues that the overwhelming majority of nearly 5,000 Muslim women her 

organization surveyed across the country in 2013 said they wanted qazis to maintain a 

judicial role in family affairs. Even more—nearly 90 percent—said they wanted the 

system standardized and reformed with practices like polygamy forbidden. 

The BMMA’s work was further validated this summer when it released a petition calling 

for the abolishment of “instant” triple-talaq divorce, a contested Islamic practice, in 

which a man—and only a man—divorces his spouse by simply repeating the word “talaq” 

Arabic for “divorce,” three times in a row. 

The petition racked up more than 50,000 signatures from Muslim women across the 

country, prompting a separate declaration of support from Muslim men, signed by 

everyone from students to Bollywood stars. 

“A lot of ordinary Muslims understand that there is gender justice in the religion and it is 

a patriarchal misinterpretation which has come in the way of that,” Soman said, noting 

that she was inundated over the summer with phone calls and messages of support. 

The success of the BMMA’s various initiatives, especially the training of female qazis, will 

depend on the level of acceptance they receive at the local level. There is no 

standardized qazi training or certification system recognized universally among India’s 

Muslims. The acceptance of a person as a qazi is ultimately subjective. “The authority 

comes socially,” Soman said. 

This flexibility allowed Akhtar to begin practicing as a qazi even before she began her 

training course. After years of Quranic study and activism with the BMMA, she was 

confident enough to offer her services to settle disputes. 

Her new training is only adding to her credibility. The 65-year-old says she now sees 

between 10 to 15 cases a month that illustrate to her the “misconceptions in society 

about Sharia law.” 

Recently, for example, a woman sought her help after her husband divorced her while 

she was asleep. “When she got up, her in-laws informed her, ‘You are no longer the wife 

of our son because when you were sleeping he gave you talaq,’” Akhtar explained. 

“There was no witness, nothing.” Akhtar ruled the divorce invalid, citing the more 

common Quranic interpretation that requires three months before a divorce is finalized, 

with an eye toward reconciliation. 

She also recently settled cases of triple-talaq by social media (not valid, she ruled) and 

another in which a man refused to give his ex-wife any financial support following their 

divorce. Akhtar said she helped the woman secure 1 million rupees (roughly $15,000) in 

compensation. 

No one is bound by her decisions. Families are ultimately free to reject her rulings and 

seek a second opinion somewhere else, whether within the country’s legal system or by 

another religious authority whose interpretation might suit them more. But Akhtar and 

Soman are both confident that the simple presence of female qazis in Indian society will 

help move the gender justice dial in the right direction. 



 

More reading: Cong caught between Muslim votes and women’s rights over triple talaq 

 

HUNGARY – POLAND: How Hungary and Poland have 
silenced women and stifled human rights 

By Andrea Peto and Weronika Grzebalska 

 

Huffington Post (14.10.2016) - http://huff.to/2dpYUse - In the women’s movement in 

Central Europe, there are few moments to celebrate. Polish women successfully 

preventing a total ban on abortion from coming into law recently was one of them. 

 

While we may praise the success of Polish women’s “black protest“ - where women 

across the country went on strike and dressed in black to mourn the loss of their 

reproductive rights - one troubling question remains unanswered. 

 

Why did an EU member state even consider forcing women to carry deformed fetuses 

and imprisoning doctors for terminating pregnancies? 

 

The popular view voiced by the Polish opposition - that the governing Law and Justice 

Party (PiS) wants to bring back the Middle Ages - is insufficient. It relies on the 

“backlash” narrative of women’s emancipation, which sees nations making linear 

progress towards equality, interrupted by setbacks that can be overcome by joint action. 

 

Luckily, joint action worked in this case. But if progressive groups do not understand the 

new challenges posed to women’s rights by the illiberal states of Central Europe, future 

progress may be elusive. 

 

The polypore state 

 

In recent years, Hungary and Poland have experienced a series of radical institutional 

changes aimed at a second transition from liberal to illiberal democracy. 

 

The emergent regimes of Viktor Orbán in Hungary and Beata Szydło in Poland do not 

represent a revival of authoritarianism, but a new form of governance. This new system 

stems from the failures of globalisation and neoliberalism, which created states that are 

weak for the strong, and strong for the weak. 

 

To describe the modus operandi of these new regimes, we have coined a new term: the 

“polypore” state. 

 

A polypore is a parasitic fungus that feeds on rotting trees, contributing to their decay. 

 

In the same way, the governments of Poland and Hungary feed on the vital resources of 

their liberal predecessors, and produce a fully dependent state structure in return. 

 

This style of government involves appropriating the institutions, mechanisms and funding 

channels of the European liberal democratic project. 

 

One widely publicised example in Hungary was a controversial 2011 anti-abortion poster 

campaign. The campaign was launched as part of a government work-life balance project 

and as such was funded from the EU employment and social solidarity program, ironically 

called PROGRESS. 

 

http://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/cong-caught-between-muslim-votes-and-women-s-rights-over-triple-talaq/story-nvAidyBkAxtJCrkyUxEcpN.html?utm_medium=email&utm_source=flipboard
http://huff.to/2dpYUse


The “polypore state” divests resources from the already existing secular and modernist 

civil society sector towards the illiberal base, to secure and enlarge it. This year in 

Poland, the Ministry of Justice denied funding to several progressive women’s and 

children’s rights NGOs. As noted by the Commissioner for Human Rights, the funds were 

instead granted to Catholic organisations such as Caritas. 

 

Just as the polypore fungus usually attacks already damaged trees, illiberal regimes rise 

to power in the context of democratic standards weakened by the financial, security and 

migration crises. 

 

In Central Europe, post-1989 regime transformation gave preference to economic reform 

measures over civic and social ones. Liberal norms and practices have never been fully 

embedded in these societies. This creates a paradoxical situation where illiberal forces 

have flourished amid an unfinished liberal revolution. 

 

There are three key tenets of this type of government that need to be understood to 

account for its success: parallel civil society, security narratives, and the family. 

 

Parallel civil society 

 

The goal of illiberal regimes in Central Europe is to transform post-communist 

infrastructure to benefit the new ruling elite and its voter base. 

 

The key aspect of this transformation is replacing previous civil society and human rights 

organisations with pro-government NGOs, which support the state’s agenda. While the 

new groups seemingly have the same profile and target group as the previous ones, they 

operate within a blatantly different framework that is predominantly religious and anti-

modernist. 

 

For instance, there are two key women’s NGOs in Hungary that deal with the role of 

fathers in families and work-life balance: the long-established, liberal Jol-let and the 

newly founded, conservative Harom Kiralyfi. Recently only the latter has received 

signficant state funding for its projects. 

 

Thus the NGO sector is transformed by the distribution of EU and state funding to groups 

that share the governments’ ideology, leaving progressive organisations reliant on 

increasingly scarce foreign donations and largely unable to influence domestic policy. 

 

Security narratives 

 

To legitimise their disregard for a plural civil society, illiberal governments use the 

language of security. Human rights groups are framed as foreign-steered and potentially 

dangerous for national sovereignty. 

 

Gender equality, open society and minority rights are portrayed as an existential threat 

to the survival of the nation. In 2013, Orbán ordered an investigation into certain 

Norwegian-funded NGOs, including the Roma Press Centre and Women for Women 

against Violence, which were accused of being “paid political activists who are trying to 

help foreign interests”. 

 

The investigation has since been resolved, but not without significant damage being 

inflicted on many NGOs. 

 

In this context, human rights issues become depoliticised - and advocacy groups are 

presented as state enemies rather than democratic adversaries. 

 

Privileging family over women’s rights 



 

Hungary and Poland use nationalist ideas about the family to attack human rights, 

emphasising the rights and interests of “traditional” families over those of individuals and 

minorities. 

 

Fidesz and PiS, the Hungarian and Polish ruling parties respectively, have both introduced 

the concept of “family mainstreaming” as central to their policy making. In EU and UN 

policy literature, family mainstreaming is presented as a tool to identify the impact of 

policies on families and strengthen the functions of the family. In the hands of illiberal 

actors, it’s become an alternative to women’s rights and an instrument for promoting 

“traditional” values. 

 

Women’s issues are gradually substituted with family issues, and institutions responsible 

for gender equality are replaced with ones dealing with family and demography. In 

Hungary, the highest coordinating government body for gender equality, the Council of 

Equal Opportunity of Men and Women, has not convened since 2010, and its portfolio has 

been delegated to the Demographic Roundtable. 

 

This is not a backlash 

 

If not properly recognised, illiberal states can have seriously detrimental consequences 

for the rights of women and minorities. When the state appropriates previously existing 

democratic structures, it shuts down opportunities for resistance. 

 

Underfunded, demonised, and operating outside a system of liberal checks and balances, 

feminists and progressive NGOs are unable to influence government policy through 

previously existing channels - advocacy, consultations or media. 

 

Illiberalism is not a backlash, after which one can go back to business as usual, but a 

new form of governance. Sadly, this means the recent success of the women’s protests 

in Poland might be impossible to sustain. 

 

WORLD – E.U.: How to empower women and girls 

The European Parliament commemorates International Day of the Girl Child 

 

By Elisa Van Ruiten, Human Rights Without Frontiers 

HRWF (12.10.2016) - Yesterday, 11 October was International Day of the Girl Child. This 

day, established by the United Nations in 2011, is dedicated to underscoring the human 

rights of girls, the particular challenges faced by girls, including the ways their rights are 

violated. In addition, it is a day to remind us of the power of girls and women to affect 

positive change in the world, for everybody – including boys and men.  

This week is also European Week of Action for Girls which “ensure(s) that girls’ 

empowerment is promoted and their rights are protected and fulfilled in the EU’s external 

action, through adequate policies, funding and programs.” One of the events of the week, 

held today, 12 October 2016, was the session hosted by MEP Ulrike Lunacek, CARE, and 

World Vision, “Investing in and Empowering Women and Girls Affected by Crisis and 

Fragility” Challenges and Best Practices from Yemen, DRC and South Sudan.  It featured 

a group of experts from various international and civil society organizations, the 

European Parliament, and European Commission who discussed the situation of girls and 

women worldwide in who are affected by conflict and violence.  

Some key takeaways 

http://www.un.org/en/events/girlchild/index.shtml
http://europeanweekofactionforgirls.org/
http://www.care.org/
http://www.wvi.org/


 150 Million girls experience some form of sexual violence – per year. This means 

that in certain areas and especially those in conflict girls are afraid to leave the 

house or civilian camp due to fear of rape. 

 Girl refugees are married by older men so that they are taken care of and, 

similarly, young girls (under the age of 10) become wives, which in turn leads to 

sexual violence.  

 Girls are forced to become pregnant to give birth to future generations of child 

soldiers. 

 The conference also highlighted the “forgotten conflict” in Yemen where civilians 

are hit the hardest and 82% of the population is in need of humanitarian 

assistance. 

 There is no access to healthcare, therefore cancer patients live without treatment 

and half a million pregnant women have no chance of prenatal care. Estimates put 

the number of women in this group that will experience complicated deliveries at 

80,000. 

 Gender based violence (GBV) is prevalent and girls and women experience sexual 

harassment on the streets and at checkpoints, with 52,000 women at risk for 

sexual exploitation. Sadly, this is the case sometimes in exchange for 

humanitarian assistance, meaning that they will not be given help if they do not 

give of their bodies. 

 50% of women are married before the age of 18 and domestic violence is 

widespread. 

The above examples show why it is so necessary that we highlight the rights of girls, not 

only so that they do not suffer in silence but so people can help to change these daily 

realities and the prevailing social norms so deeply ingrained in society that enables these 

violations to happen over and over again.  

What can we do? 

 Advance social norms that protect women and girls 

 Work to change the attitudes so that those who have experience sexual or gender 

based violence are still accepted in their communities, and at the same time also 

change the norm itself and the use of rape as a weapon of war. Girls should become 

agents for change as they have the power to be strong advocates. 

 Laws and policies that are already in place or written should be enacted and 

implemented. 

 A complaint mechanism for child led complaints should be developed. 

 It is also important that the EU ratify and implement the Istanbul convention. 

Women also need to be involved in peace procedures for as Marnia Marchetti, from the 

European Commission, said, “Stopping women from political involvement is a form of 

violence.” 

Links to further reading on the subject of girl’s and women’s empowerment: 

A 10-year-old girl makes her pitch to Western powers for peace in Yemen 

http://www.pri.org/stories/2016-09-06/10-year-old-girl-makes-her-pitch-western-powers-peace-yemen


10 Simple Words Every Girl Should Learn 

Educating girls in South Sudan 

U.N. Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s): Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and 

empower all women and girls 

Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and 

domestic violence 

 

PAKISTAN: Pakistan toughens laws on rape and ‘honor 
killings’ of women 

By Salman Masood 

 

NY Times (06.10.2016) - http://nyti.ms/2dJzglS - The Pakistani Parliament on Thursday 

passed laws to increase sentences for rapists and those who commit so-called honor 

killings of women, and closed a loophole that allowed many of the killers to go free, after 

hours of heated opposition from Islamist lawmakers. 

 

Each year, hundreds of Pakistani women are killed by relatives angered by behavior they 

believe has impugned the family’s reputation, according to human rights activists, who 

have campaigned against the practice and called for tougher laws for years. 

 

Most of those killings have gone without punishment because of a tenet of Islamic law 

that allows killers to go free if they are forgiven by the woman’s family — something that 

usually happens because the killers are usually family members. 

 

“Under the new law, relatives of the victim would only be able to pardon the killer if he is 

sentenced to capital punishment,” Zahid Hamid, the law minister, said on the floor of the 

National Assembly. “However, the culprit would still face a mandatory life sentence.” 

 

The Parliament was divided in a debate that lasted hours, with particular opposition from 

Islamist political parties that insisted the bill must be approved by a clerical panel before 

being passed. That requirement has been a sticking point in past attempts to enact legal 

protections for women. 

 

This time, the government and supporters of the bill from the opposition benches ruled 

that step out. 

 

In the other legislation passed on Thursday, Mr. Hamid, the law minister, said that 

verdicts in rape cases would have to be given within three months, and that sentences 

would increase. 

 

“We have made it mandatory that the culprit must be imprisoned for 25 years,” he said, 

adding that the rape of minors and the mentally and physically disabled has also become 

punishable under the law. 

 

“These bills are hugely important for Pakistani women, where rape conviction rates were 

almost nonexistent, due in large part to various technical obstacles to accessing justice,” 

Yasmeen Hassan, the global executive director of the rights group Equality Now, said in a 

statement. “We hope that these new laws will help generate a cultural shift in Pakistani 

society and that women will be able to live their lives in safety.” 

 

http://www.rolereboot.org/culture-and-politics/details/2014-05-10-simple-words-every-girl-learn/
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/2016/09/educating-girls-south-sudan-160927081830159.html
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality/
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=090000168046031c
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=090000168046031c
http://nyti.ms/2dJzglS


Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif hailed the passage of the legislation, saying that there was 

“no honor in honor killings.” 

 

“I congratulate the Parliament, the NGOs, civil society, academia, media and all those 

who worked hard and supported us in the passage of this legislation,” Mr. Sharif said, 

referring to nongovernmental organizations. 

 

He said his government would ensure enforcement of the legislation. 

 

“I feel so relieved,” said Sughra Imam, a former senator, who had originally pushed for 

legislation against the honor-killing practice. “I hope they will help,” Ms. Imam said in an 

interview, referring to the new laws. 

 

“No law will completely eliminate crime,” she said. “But at the very least, it should hold 

those who violate the law and principles of justice to account.” 

 

POLAND: Abortion turmoil in Poland: trading women’s 
rights for political goals 

Social Europe (05.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2e1BApg - In summarizing the results of last 

year’s parliamentary elections in Poland I briefly mentioned that “the rule of Catholic 

conservatives might stand in opposition to respecting the rights of women “. It took less 

than a year for this prophecy to come true. Thousands of women in Poland are joining 

Black Protests to demonstrate against the newest radical anti-abortion law proposal. 

Then and now: Unsatisfying “abortion compromise” 

During the Communist regime, and particularly from the 1960s, abortion was available 

on request. After 1989, the Polish transformation embraced reproductive rights too. 

Despite the determination of women’s organizations and owing to the massive influence 

of the Catholic Church, access to legal abortion was limited. 

Polish abortion law today is one of the most restrictive in Europe. Termination of 

pregnancy is possible when the woman’s life or health is endangered, when the 

pregnancy is the result of a criminal act or when the fetus is seriously malformed. In 

reality the situation is much more complicated. Polish doctors are granted a conscience 

clause that allows them not to provide certain medical services, like abortion, owing to 

their religion or beliefs. According to Polish law, a doctor unable to perform the procedure 

should refer the patient to another facility. As a result, many patients seeking help find it 

too late. 

According to official statistics of the Ministry of Health, the number of legal abortions in 

2015 was less than 2000, whereas it is estimated that abortion carried out underground 

together with “abortion tourism” to other countries, such as Germany or Slovakia, add up 

to 150,000 cases a year. This discrepancy has a very clear class dimension: limited 

access to legal abortion clearly excludes the poorest from safe procedures. 

Reheating the abortion debate 

The so-called “abortion compromise” reached in the 1990s is far from ideal: it has ever 

since been contested both by pro-choice organizations and the pro-life lobby allied with 

the Catholic Church. After the change of regime in Poland last year, the latter seem to 

have gathered momentum. In September 2016, two alternative civil law proposals on 

accessibility of abortion were voted on in the Sejm, the Polish parliament. A liberal draft 

submitted by Save Women initiative demanding free access to abortion, introduction of 

http://bit.ly/2e1BApg
http://www.ratujmykobiety.pl/


sexual education and refunding contraception was rejected. An alternative project called 

“Stop abortion”, submitted by Ordo Iuris foundation was referred to a relevant committee 

for advancing the dossier. Should this proposal pass, women will be punished with a 

prison sentence for having an abortion and any case of miscarriage will be 

investigated. The protection of pre-natal life will force women to give birth even if they 

were raped or they are carrying lethally damaged fetuses. As a result, some life-saving 

medical interventions, such as ante-natal screenings or fetal surgery, might have to be 

given up in practice because of potential penal consequences if they cause miscarriage. 

Some standard procedures, like terminating ectopic or molar pregnancies, will be 

performed only when life-threatening conditions finally occur. To sum up, such a law 

would not only become one of the most restrictive in the world, sending Polish women 

back in time to Ceausescu’s Romania, but it also seems defective owing to the 

introduction of imprecise terms that might in practice face medical staff with a dramatic 

choice: risking a prison sentence or saving lives. 

Two sides of the barricade 

This threat to women’s rights has caused a massive public outcry. The non-parliamentary 

Razem Party launched a Black Protest that went viral, not only on the Internet but also in 

the streets. Many celebrities became actively engaged. Women’s general strike was 

called for October 3rd, inspired by the legendary action of Icelandic women in 1975. This 

is very symbolic, illustrating clearly the throwback happening in Poland now: a second 

wave feminism-style flash mob is still up-to-date there, in the 21st century. 

The pro-choice protest has reached the European Parliament that is staging a debate 

(today) on current developments in Poland. Human rights organizations, like Amnesty 

International, warn against “a dangerous backward step for women and girls”. 

Meanwhile, the streets in Poland have been the scene of constant unrest since October 

2015 when the PiS party took over again. So, the question arises: can this female wave 

of anger make any impression on those in power? 

It is important to remember that, however loud it seems, the protest movement 

represents only a part of the society. Not all women feel represented: it was Joanna 

Banasiuk, a woman, that delivered the “Stop abortion” project to the Sejm. It was also 

women MPs that supported the abortion ban. The Catholic Church in Poland is officially 

demanding that every life is protected. So far, none of the Polish doctors’ associations 

has taken an official stance. 

The heated debate has become vulgarized, detached from the very particular draft law in 

question. The disastrous quality of that debate was lately laid bare in a talk show, when 

seven male politicians discussed abortion as well as by the irreverent comment of Witold 

Waszczykowski, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, who reacted to the women’s strike by 

saying: “Let them play”. 

Instrumentalising women’s rights for political profits 

Women’s bodies have once more become battlefields. The question arises: why reheating 

this debate now? According to the polls, less than a third of Poles is in favour of 

liberalization of the current abortion law, whereas only one in ten is in favour of 

increasing the restrictions. Most of society backs the status quo. A conspiracy theory has 

it that the abortion debate coincided with the debate over CETA, a free-trade agreement 

between Canada and the European Union. That agreement is strongly rejected by the 

Polish farmers and the right-wing national camp. A more realistic view is that the current 

abortion dispute might be a PiS strategy to deepen divisions within Polish society in order 

to keep their supporters mobilized. Last but not least, the most trivial explanation is that 

the PiS party is paying back electoral debts to their civil society backups, pro-life and 

Catholic organizations being among its pillars. Meanwhile, after nearly 100 000 people 

http://www.en.ordoiuris.pl/
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/thousands-women-black-protest-new-polish-anti-abortion-law-1584526


went on the streets on Monday in the latest black protests, Polish PM, Beata Szydło, 

called for cooling down the emotions, simultaneously scolding her colleagues for sarcastic 

comments and distancing the party from the anti-abortion project. Some say, however, 

that this female revolution might the key to overcome conservative government led by a 

woman. 

 

UK: No prosecutions for female genital mutilation in 
Britain, so what is the problem? 

The first-ever medical documentation of female genital mutilation cases in 

England found at least 5,000 cases from April 2015 to March 2016. Despite 

strict laws in the country, no prosecution has succeeded so far. 

 

By Rhona Scullion 

 

Pass Blue (03.10.2016) - http://bit.ly/2e9WfnB - Female genital mutilation has been 

illegal in England and Wales since 1985. Scotland has similar but separate legislation. 

Much more comprehensive laws forbidding the practice were introduced in 2003 and 

again in 2015, creating additional safeguards and stringent punishments for those 

practicing FGM, as it is known. Yet no one in Britain has successfully been prosecuted for 

the crime, which suggests that programs to prevent the procedure are failing. 

 

Many reasons account for the lack of prosecution, experts have explained, including the 

reluctance of family members to report on one another if the procedure is being practiced 

and the enduring cultural sensitivity of the topic. Globally, revised legal frameworks and 

growing political support to end FGM have not led to more successful prosecutions either, 

despite laws against the practice in 26 countries in Africa and the Middle East, as well as 

in 33 other countries with migrant populations from FGM-practicing countries. 

 

In July 2016, the first-ever recorded figures for the number of FGM cases in England 

were released, showing that from April 2015 to March 2016, 5,702 cases were 

documented in England alone, according to NHS Digital, formerly known as the Health 

and Social Care Information Center, a government body. (Wales, Scotland and Northern 

Ireland have not collected figures on rates of FGM separately.) The highest rate of FGM is 

occurring in London, according to a City University London report in 2015. 

 

Most of the women and girls in the time frame of April 2015 to March 2016 were cut 

abroad, primarily in Africa, but 43 were born in Britain, with at least 18 cut inside the 

country. Government figures estimate that 170,000 girls and women living in Britain 

have undergone excision, as it is also called, and that 65,000 girls under age 13 risk 

being subjected to it. 

 

Female genital mutilation is a cultural practice that has no medical basis. It is a 

procedure that intentionally alters or causes injury to female genital organs, according to 

the World Health Organization, and spans vast geographic areas and different religions 

and is not condoned by any holy book. It is most commonly carried out in about 29 

countries of Africa, some nations in the Middle East and parts of Asia. Somalia, in east 

Africa, has the highest rate, accounting for a third of all new cases. 

 

Diaspora groups from many of the countries where it is practiced are the most likely to 

practice FGM in Britain, the UN says, as well as in Australia, Canada and the United 

States. South America has recorded female circumcision activity in Colombia, Ecuador 

and Peru. 

 

http://bit.ly/2e9WfnB


The World Health Organization describes four types of FGM, with degrees of severity, 

involving the partial or total removal of external female genitalia. The reasons given for 

the practice are generally related to ideas of purity and chastity, and it can be seen as a 

prerequisite for marriage in some cultures, ensuring a woman’s virginity. Ignorance or 

dismissal of related health issues it creates — it can even kill in some circumstances — 

abounds in those who carry it out. 

 

Yet despite greater social and political awareness of the problem and proof that it is 

inflicted on British citizens, perpetrators remain unpunished, a situation that has been 

condemned by advocates campaigning against the practice. 

 

“It is shocking girls born in the UK are still subjected to FGM, despite the practice being 

illegal here for more than 30 years,” said Celia Jeffreys, the head of the National FGM 

Center, a British public-private entity, to PassBlue. 

 

The failure to produce a single prosecution has induced more government pressure on 

the Crown Prosecution Service, the principal prosecuting authority for England and 

Wales, acting independently in criminal cases investigated by the police and others. In 

2014, four days before members of the British Parliament were due to question Alison 

Saunders, the director of public prosecutions as the head of the Crown Prosecution 

Service, the organization announced it was bringing the first ever charges of FGM against 

two men, one of whom was a medical doctor. In 2015, both men, however, were cleared 

of all charges within 30 minutes by jurors in a case that was later deemed a “show trial” 

by the media. 

 

“There are a number of reasons which affect the prosecution of FGM cases, including the 

age and vulnerability of victims who may be too scared to report the offence or give 

evidence in court against their family,” a spokesman for the Crown Prosecution Service 

told PassBlue. “The law has been strengthened to encourage victims to come forward, 

including giving them lifelong anonymity, being able to give evidence via video or from 

behind a screen and it is now mandatory for teachers and doctors to report instances of 

FGM in girls under 18.” 

 

The mandatory reporting requirement has been imposed on everyone working in 

regulated professions, such as teachers and health care workers, since 2015. The duty, 

however, is narrow in scope and requires professionals only to notify the police about 

instances of FGM they “discover” on girls under age 18. 

 

Mandatory reporting does not refer to cases where a girl might be at risk of FGM or 

where FGM has not yet been performed; it also does not apply to cases where a woman 

older than 18 undergoes female cutting. This gap, advocates say, is important, as these 

numbers may have a crucial impact on gathering data on those more likely to be at risk. 

 

Jeffreys also pointed to the vulnerability of FGM victims as a crucial barrier to 

prosecution, saying: “Successful prosecutions of perpetrators are complex, as many of 

them are family members, making it even harder for survivors to come forward.” 

 

Other barriers to successful prosecution can be found in the enduring misunderstanding 

of female genital cutting in both the public sphere and the specific communities in which 

it is condoned. 

 

The Crown Prosecution Service noted that it could consider only a charge and prosecution 

after the police have investigated and referred a case of suspected FGM to the service. If 

the police do not have enough evidence or are not fully informed of the relevant signs to 

look for regarding excision, the likelihood of the police referring a case is greatly 

decreased. 

 



Additionally, the prevailing focus of both anti-FGM campaigners and law enforcers now 

seems to have shifted to protection and prevention, rather than prosecution. Many 

activists think that punishment is actually a sign of failure of the national campaign 

against FGM and that prosecution comes too late. 

 

Adwoa Kwateng-Kluvitse leads the partnerships and global advocacy program at Forward 

(Foundation for Women’s Health Research and Development), a British-based, African 

diaspora campaign and charity focused on gender equality and upholding the rights of 

African women and girls. She spoke with PassBlue about prosecution being a belated 

step. 

 

“The lack of a successful prosecution doesn’t condone the practice,” Kwateng-Kluvitse 

said. “Getting to the point of prosecution means Forward has failed, the law has failed, as 

a girl has been subjected to FGM — something she will have to live with for the rest of 

her life.” 

 

As to why there has not been a successful prosecution in Britain, Kwateng-Kluvitse 

responded by asking, “How many girls have been saved because of existing legislation?” 

 

This question is particularly pertinent amid the new FGM protection orders that were 

introduced in the 2015 legislation, called the Serious Crime Act. These orders allow 

courts wide powers to protect those deemed at risk of undergoing FGM. Judges can 

revoke passports to prevent parents leaving the country and having their child cut 

abroad; and they can restrict access to the child or even order the child be taken into 

state care. Additionally, it is now an offense to fail to protect a girl from FGM if a person 

has parental responsibility of the child. 

 

Jeffreys highlighted in a Guardian article that authorities needed to be “braver” and more 

proactive in using these new protections, given that only 18 FGM orders were used in the 

first three months of their being implemented. Jeffries pointed to the need for better 

cooperation and education on the subject, saying, “Professionals working in education, 

health and social care need to be better at communicating with each other, to ensure 

girls at risk are spotted and those who’ve already been affected by FGM get the 

necessary support to bring perpetrators to justice.” 

 

Several reasons for the hesitant response from many authorities have been suggested. 

First, there remains a stubborn ignorance of both FGM itself in British society and 

whether it even occurs. Second, the cultural nature of the practice presents a sensitivity 

aspect to the issue. 

 

Valentine Nkoyo was a victim of FGM and now runs the Mojatu Foundation in 

Nottingham, England, which aims to empower women and girls through media, health 

and education. She told PassBlue, “I think there has been fear, especially among 

professionals, of not wanting to be seen as racists interfering with other people’s 

‘culture.’ ” 

 

Yet she was adamant that cultural sensitivities should not undermine the fight to 

eradicate the practice, saying, “I strongly feel if we all look at this as a purely form of 

child abuse that violates the rights of girls and women, we can confidently tackle FGM 

from that angle.” 

 

More emphasis is being placed on education and the importance of work in communities 

practicing FGM — most of which occurs in the country’s largest cities, such as 

Manchester, Birmingham and London boroughs — with many campaigners thinking this is 

crucial to securing a successful prosecution. Nkoyo thinks that both education and 

prosecution are needed in equal measure to tackle FGM fully. 

 



“Education and strong laws play a very important role if they go hand in hand, as there is 

a potential danger to push the issue underground by focusing only on prosecuting 

without trying to get communities on board,” she said. 

 

Kwateng-Kluvitse noted, “More importantly, families and communities need to be made 

aware of the UK law on FGM, so that we do not end up prosecuting people who are 

practicing social norms in ignorance.” 

 

As to whether the law is effective enough, Kwateng-Kluvitse said that not enough 

research has been done and that it would be useful to get information from social 

services, health departments and education departments if they were tracking FGM cases 

separately, she said. 

 

Laws on FGM should focus, she said, “on the trauma the girl has gone through, looking at 

providing support and services to her” and not on merely securing a prosecution. 

 

Echoing Nkoyo, she said, “It [FGM] is important because it is not a mainstream issue, so 

communities must be fully aware of UK position, but we should respond to it as we do to 

any other child abuse case.” 

 

PAKISTAN: Pakistan passes marriage bill protecting 
Hindu women’s rights 

The Malay Mail Online (27.09.2016) - http://bit.ly/2d2XvuG - Pakistan’s lower house of 

parliament has passed a landmark bill giving its small Hindu minority the right to register 

marriages, the last major hurdle on the way to enacting a law aimed at protecting 

women’s rights. 

 

Activists say that Hindu women have been disproportionately targeted for abduction, 

forced conversions and rape because their marriages were never officially recognised and 

therefore not provable in court. 

 

The National Assembly passed the bill yesterday after 10 months of deliberation. The 

Senate is expected to pass the law without any significant delay. 

 

Hindus make up approximately 1.6 per cent of Pakistan’s Moslem-majority 190 million 

population, but have not had any legal mechanisms to register their marriages since 

independence from Britain in 1947. 

 

Christians, the other main religious minority, have a British law dating back to 1870 

regulating their marriages. 

 

The new bill sets the minimum age for marriage for Hindus at 18. The minimum legal age 

for marriage for citizens of other religions is 18 for men and 16 for women. 

 

Breaking the law regarding the minimum age would result in six months’ jail and a 

5,000-rupee (RM194) fine. Unicef estimates 21 per cent of women aged 20 to 24 in 

Pakistan were first married before age 18, with 3 per cent married before age 16. 

 

Zohra Yusuf, head of the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, said the proof of 

marriage would offer greater protection to Hindu women. 

 

“Once marriages are registered, at least they have certain rights that are ensured,” she 

said. 

 

http://bit.ly/2d2XvuG


Widows, in particular, were disadvantaged, she said, being unable to prove marriage to 

their husbands in order to gain government welfare benefits. The new law legalises 

remarriage for a widow six months after her husband’s death. 

 

It also grants Hindus the right to divorce, with women having the additional right to do 

so on grounds of negligence, bigamy or having been married before 18. 

 

Activists warn, however, that more needs to be done on the issue of abductions and 

forced conversions. 

 

“When there is suspicion of a forced marriage, it has to be investigated ... currently 

members of the Hindu community say that no-one listens to them, not even the courts,” 

said Yusuf. 

 

EGYPT: Egypt increases prison terms for female genital 
mutilation 

Al-Monitor (27.09.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dJnh4L - The Egyptian parliament has 

significantly boosted criminal penalties for female genital mutilation (FGM), passing an 

amendment that is widely welcomed by many segments of Egyptian society. 

 

Human rights groups are hoping, but are not convinced, that the amendment will help 

reduce this widespread phenomenon across Egypt. 

 

In 2008, Egypt banned FGM operations in governmental and nongovernmental hospitals 

and other private or public practices following the death of an Egyptian teenager, 

Baddour Shaker, who had undergone the procedure in June of that year. 

 

A few months later, an article was added to the penal code criminalizing FGM and 

punishing those who force it upon women with jail terms of three months to two years, in 

addition to a fine of 1,000-5,000 Egyptian pounds ($113 to $563). 

 

The bill defined FGM as being “the partial or full removal of the external genital parts or 

deformity of such parts without any medical justification.” 

 

Mona Ezzat, head of the Women and Work Program at Egyptian human rights group New 

Woman Foundation, told Al-Monitor, “FGM is associated with the prevailing customs, 

traditions and culture in society. It is practiced in [Egypt] because parents are still totally 

convinced of its viability. Thus, forcing society to relinquish this tradition should not be 

done through laws alone.” 

 

People in nonurban governorates even have traditional songs about FGM, which is seen 

as a part of their heritage. To change this attitude, Ezzat said, requires changing the 

culture, religious rhetoric and school curricula, in addition to rigorously applying the law. 

 

In all the years since FGM was first criminalized, Egyptian courts have only dealt with two 

related lawsuits. In June 2013, 13-year-old Suhair al-Bataa died during an FGM 

procedure performed by Dr. Raslan Fadl in Dakahlia. For the first time in Egypt, a public 

prosecutor there referred the case to a court. 

 

Though Fadl initially was acquitted in November 2014, prosecutors appealed the ruling. 

The Court of Appeal in Mansoura sentenced him in 2015 to two years in prison with hard 

labor for manslaughter and three months for performing the illegal procedure, while 

shutting down his practice. However, Fadl served only three months of the sentence after 

http://bit.ly/2dJnh4L


the family accepted a financial settlement, according to Human Rights Watch. The girl’s 

father was sentenced to three months for forcing his daughter to have the procedure. 

 

In July of this year, the public prosecutor of Faisal city in Suez governorate charged a 

doctor and a girl’s mother with manslaughter after the 17-year-old died during FGM 

surgery in May. Authorities said Mayar Mohamed Mousa died in a private hospital as a 

result of severe blood loss during the procedure. 

 

The hospital was closed and there were demands for harsher punishments for offenders, 

prompting parliament to approve an amendment Aug. 29. The law now requires prison 

terms of five to seven years for those who perform FGM and as much as 15 years if the 

case results in permanent disability or death. 

 

Egyptian society continues to be greatly swayed by customs and traditions more so than 

religious views — which appears to be progress. In fact, prominent clerics in Egyptian 

society, such as Ali Gomaa, the former grand mufti of Egypt, have stood against FGM. 

Yet this hasn’t been enough to influence the community. 

 

On June 14, 2015, Egypt launched a National Anti-FGM Strategy. The incentive was 

backed by the National Program to Enable the Family and Eliminate FGM; the public 

prosecutor; the Ministries of Population, Health, Interior, Education, Awqaf and Higher 

Education; Al-Azhar University; Dar al-Ifta al-Masriyya (The Egyptian House of Religious 

Edicts); the Egyptian Church; and the National Council for Women. 

 

According to the Demographic and Health Survey “Egypt 2014,” the number of women 

undergoing FGM has declined. It showed that the number of mutilated females aged 15-

17 dropped to 61% that year, compared with 74% in 2008. 

 

The same survey said 92% of the polled women of reproductive age (15-49), who were 

or had ever been married, had undergone FGM, compared with 96% in 2005. 

 

The survey showed that FGM among all women aged 15-49 decreased by 6% between 

2005 and 2014 and by 13% among women aged 15-17 between the years 2008 and 

2014. Yet the number of women undergoing this procedure is still alarming. 

 

Ezzat of the New Woman Foundation told Al-Monitor a dramatic effort will be needed to 

raise awareness among families and parents in their homes. “The message relayed by 

officials on television is not enough to sound the alarm on the seriousness of this 

practice,” she said. 

 

Azza Soliman, head of the Center for Egyptian Women’s Legal Assistance, praised efforts 

made by the media and Egyptian educational representatives to battle the phenomenon. 

She cited, however, the need for more support from the religious community to help 

change societal perceptions about the problem. 

 

“It is imperative to find an enlightening religious discourse to clarify the religion’s stance 

on this issue,” she told Al-Monitor. 

 

SAUDI ARABIA: Thousands of Saudis sign petition to end 
male guardianship of women 

Protest movement seeks to end Saudi Arabia law requiring women have 

permission of a male guardian to travel, marry or do other fundamental tasks 

 



The Guardian (26.09.2016) - http://bit.ly/2dmQGWN - Thousands of Saudis have signed 

an online petition calling for the government to abolish the country’s guardianship 

system, which prevents women from engaging in fundamental tasks without the 

permission of a male relative. 

 

“Women should be treated as a full citizen,” said activist Aziza Al-Yousef who, along with 

other activists, has been fighting against the guardianship system for a decade. 

 

“This is not only a women’s issue, this is also putting pressure on normal men ... this is 

not an issue for women only,” she told the Guardian. 

 

Under Saudi law, women require the permission of a male guardian to travel, marry, or 

exit prison and it may be needed to be granted employment or access to healthcare. 

 

A guardian is typically a woman’s father or her husband if she is married; a widow may 

have to seek permission from her son if she has no other men of age in her life. 

 

But in recent years, a growing protest movement has sought to end the system. Yousef 

and other prominent activists started holding workshops and performing studies on the 

religious validity of the guardianship system five years ago. The campaign picked up 

steam this summer after Human Rights Watch (HRW) released a blistering report on the 

system. 

 

The report gave birth to a hashtag #IAmMyOwnGuardian, which spread awareness on 

the issue. 

 

Hala Aldosari, researcher in women’s health, who wrote the petition and worked on the 

HRW report, said the hashtag gained support among women of all ages and 

backgrounds. 

 

On the two days leading up to the petition, an estimated 2,500 women sent direct 

telegrams to the Saudi King’s office imploring him to end the guardianship system. The 

petition racked up 14,682 signatures after promoting it on Twitter, Aldosari said. 

 

Saudi Arabia’s government agreed to abolish the guardianship system twice – in 2009 

and 2013 – after a review by the United Nation’s Human Rights Council. It instituted 

some reforms by, for instance, making it easier for women to work, appointing women to 

the King’s advisory board, and allowing women to vote and run as candidates in 

municipal elections. However, these reforms had limitations and stopped short of 

providing women basic rights. 

 

Earlier this year, the government outlined its Vision 2030, an economic plan to reduce 

the country’s dependency on oil, which called for more involvement of women in the 

labor market. However, the guardianship system runs counter to that, as some 

employers require women to submit permission from their guardians. Engaging Saudi 

women in the economy is vital as they currently outnumber men in higher education and 

will be key to weaning the country off oil. 

 

According to Hamid M Khan, deputy director of The Rule of Law Collaborative at the 

University of South Carolina, many members of the Saudi royal family are open to the 

idea of reform but senior clerics in the country – whose approval would likely be needed 

to deconstruct the system – are averse to change. 

 

“Many in the royal family – not all but there is a significant number in the royal family – 

actually view this is as a bit exhausting,” Khan said. 

 

http://bit.ly/2dmQGWN


According to Khan, the law stems from an understanding of the Qu’ran which dictates 

classes of males which one is forbidden to marry. Some Islamic jurisprudence scholars 

have made the case that any woman should be accompanied by a guardian when in the 

presence of any man not on that list. 

 

“This notion of guardianship is not necessarily embedded in the Qur’an but it’s based 

upon the jurist view that there are certain patriarchal understandings about the necessity 

of guarding a woman from these men,” Khan explained. Beyond laws dictating marriage 

contracts, no other Muslim majority country employs guardianship laws similar to Saudi 

Arabia’s. 

 

Yousef said some prominent Saudi clerics have also signed the petition, to indicate their 

belief that the system is not derived from Islamic law. Aldosari said that many more 

clerics came out after the 26 October 2013 movement, where Saudi women pushed for 

the right to drive. 

 

“They all declared that this is not religion, this is all government rules and it should be 

changed,” Yousef said. 

 

SAUDI ARABIA: The women tweeting for their freedom in 
Saudi Arabia 

By Donie O'Sullivan 

 

CNN (16.09.2016) - http://cnn.it/2ddAYcR - Editor's note: The names of the women 

featured in this report have been changed to protect their identities. 

"I'm a dead soul in a living body and I hope that doesn't happen to my little sister," Sara, 

a Saudi woman, tells CNN. 

Sara is one of a growing number of Saudi women who are challenging the country's male 

guardianship system using social media. 

In Saudi Arabia, every woman has a male guardian -- often a father or husband, 

sometimes a brother or son -- who has the power to make a range of critical decisions on 

their behalf. 

After speaking to dozens of Saudi women, Human Rights Watch found in July that the 

system is "the most significant impediment to realizing women's rights in the country." 

Tweeting for change 

The HRW report, which detailed how women must obtain permission from a male 

guardian to travel, marry, and sometimes to work or access health care, was followed by 

a social media campaign, #TogetherToEndMaleGuardianship. 

By September, the Arabic version of the hashtag had taken on a life of its own, with 

women across the country risking the wrath of their guardians, or even persecution. 

Some, dressed in abayas, post selfies holding signs with short messages like, "Slavery 

comes in many shapes and forms: Male guardianship is one." Others post pictures of the 

cover of their Saudi passport with statements like, "I'm a prisoner and my crime is that 

I'm a Saudi woman." 

Getting noticed 

http://cnn.it/2ddAYcR


The women are being noticed. The country's most senior religious authority, at the start 

of September, the Grand Mufti, called the social media campaign a "crime targeting the 

Saudi and Muslim society," and said the guardianship system should stay. 

'Women here are trapped' 

"Women here are trapped, they can't do anything. It depends on your guardian, if he is 

OK, and if he is a good man he'll let you work, or let you study, which is a basic right. If 

he's not, he's going to prevent you from that," said a Saudi woman who spoke to CNN on 

the condition of anonymity. 

Her comments reflect those of others and the findings of the HRW report. A woman's 

fate, regardless of her socioeconomic status, rests in the hands of her guardian, 

rendering adult women legal minors who cannot make decisions for themselves. 

The Saudi government did not respond to CNN's requests for comment. 

Women are initially under the guardianship of their father, until they marry and 

guardianship transfers to the husband. 

Breaking free 

Breaking free from an abusive guardian is very difficult, HRW found. Filing a police 

complaint against a guardian can be difficult, and on some occasions when a woman 

went to file a complaint, police called or sent the women back to their guardians. 

Guardians must also approve the issuing or renewal of passports, restricting a woman's 

ability to travel. 

Jana, a Saudi woman who spoke to CNN, was studying outside Saudi Arabia for several 

years. On a recent visit home her family informed her that she would not be allowed to 

leave to complete her studies. 

"They took my passport from me, they took everything from me, even my documents," 

she said. 

Salma, a Saudi woman now living in the West and seeking asylum, said she wouldn't feel 

safe if she returned home. 

"Nobody takes you seriously unless you are male, legally. I can't do anything no matter 

how old I am. So if my father doesn't approve it, it's not going to happen." 

"I gave up many of my dreams because I know for sure my father won't approve them. 

And the system is on his side, so why fight him, right? One of them was being a horse 

rider and learning the piano. These are simple wishes for a girl living in the West, but in 

my culture these hobbies are provoking our conservative culture," she said. 

But even thousands of miles away, Salma still feels the impact of the guardianship 

system. A recent visit to the Saudi embassy to renew her passport required a notarized 

signature from her father, her guardian. Luckily for her, he obliged, something he 

wouldn't have done had he known she was seeking asylum, she said. 

Pressure on men 

Myriam, another woman in Saudi Arabia who spoke to CNN, said she came from what 

was considered an "open-minded" family there. Myriam's guardian, her father, allows her 

to go to college, and is privately supportive of a change in the country's law. 



"My father thinks that [the guardianship system] is really a problem, he acknowledges 

that and he always tells me 'If I did anything wrong, if I treated you wrong, just because 

you are a female, tell me so,' she said. "He knows that the way that we live is not the 

right way." 

However, Myriam's father doesn't express his views openly because he fears backlash 

from others in the community. 

Another woman told CNN that her father felt pressured into not letting her study abroad. 

"My dad isn't really very conservative himself but social pressures sometimes get the 

best of him," she said. 

Attempts at reform 

Saudi Arabia has made limited attempts at reforms in women's rights in recent years. 

Last year's local elections were the first in the country's history in which women were 

allowed to run as candidates and vote. 

"The practice of male guardianship in its many forms impairs and in some cases nullifies 

women's exercise of a host of human rights," Human Rights Watch said, including 

violating the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 

against Women, which the country ratified in 2000. 

"Saudi Arabia is lying to the world," said Jana, one of the Saudi women who spoke to 

CNN. "Nothing is changing." 

She said the country's attempts at reforms have been piecemeal and only to keep the 

international community off their backs. 

Calls for change from home and abroad 

A print, designed in 2012 by a Saudi artist who goes by the name "Ms Saffaa," has re-

emerged, becoming one of the most shared images of the current social media 

campaign. 

"I am not at all surprised to see my work gain so much attention since the campaign was 

launched," said the artist, who lives outside the country. 

"It is a work that reflects a deeply personal position informed by a personal history and 

this intimate connection to the topic." 

Saffaa described the current grassroots social media campaign as "unprecedented" and 

"unparalleled," and said it is "not going to stop unless the Saudi government abolishes 

male guardianship laws." 

 

 

WORLD: How Muslim women bear the brunt of 
Islamophobia 

We're treated as both villains and victims. 

 

By Rana Elmir  

 



The Washington Post (16.09.2016) - http://wapo.st/2cW2wpp - Last weekend, a 35-

year-old woman was standing outside a Valentino store in Manhattan when, as she later 

told police, she felt heat on her left side. Her blouse was on fire, and a man stood nearby 

with a lighter in his hand. The woman, whose name has not been released by the New 

York Police Department, escaped with a hole in her blouse and no injuries. The NYPD is 

investigating the incident as a possible hate crime — the woman is Muslim, and she was 

wearing a hijab. 

 

Almost every woman has an unsettling story about the difficulties of being a woman in 

public — whether it’s a stranger walking behind us too closely, verbal abuse, unwanted 

sexual advances or physical attacks. But for Muslim women, these isolated incidents of 

misogyny or violence have taken on an additional, ugly edge. 

 

Amid a surge of anti-Muslim policy proposals (including presidential nominee Donald 

Trump’s idea to ban Muslims from entering the country), 2015 had the highest number of 

anti-Muslim hate crimes — five times the pre-9/11 rate. And although the venom of anti-

Muslim sentiment is directed against both men and women, it is a particularly gendered 

crisis. Women bear the brunt of Islamophobic prejudice. 

 

Comprehensive data on the effect of discrimination and hate crimes targeting Muslim 

women are hard to find. (The FBI does not track hate crimes by gender.) But studies 

suggest that women, particularly those who wear hijab or niqab, shoulder a unique 

burden. Because women who wear hijab and niqab are visible representations of our 

religion, they face a significant risk of exposure to discrimination, harassment and 

attacks. 

 

According to one researcher, 69 percent of Muslim women who wore hijab reported at 

least one incident of discrimination; for those who did not wear hijab, it was 29 percent. 

Non-governmental organizations that track anti-Muslim incidents in various parts of the 

world report record numbers of hate crimes and violent incidents targeting Muslim 

women. In the Netherlands, 90 percent of victims reporting incidents of violence to Meld 

Islamofobie (Report Islamophobia) in 2015 were Muslim women; in France, the Collective 

Against Islamophobia reported that 81 percent of violent incidents involved Muslim 

women, as did more than half of incidents reported to Tell MAMA, an NGO in Britain. In 

each study, women who wore visible symbols of Islam such as a hijab or niqab were 

more likely to be targeted. 

 

To Muslim women, these numbers aren’t abstract. They are real life. Just last weekend, 

days after my friend who wears hijab told me about being accosted in an airport 

bathroom and told to “go home where they wear those things” in front of her 7-year-old 

son, we reflected on two women who were attacked in New York City while pushing their 

babies in strollers. Their attacker expressed a similar sentiment — “Get the [expletive] 

out of America” — as she threw one stroller to the ground and tried to rip off the 

women’s hijabs. 

 

Much of the focus as of late has been on France, even though Muslim women in the 

United States have endured prohibitions on hijab and niqab at work, in public spaces 

such as swimming pools or at school for decades. Muslim women have been fired or not 

hired, like Samantha Elauf, who took her case to the U.S. Supreme Court and won when 

Abercrombie and Fitch didn’t hire her because of her hijab. They’ve been arrested, like 

Itemid Al-Matar, who, while trying to catch a train, was tackled, detained and later 

subjected to a strip search by Chicago police. And they have been pushed out of the 

judicial process altogether, like in Michigan, which passed a court rule allowing judges to 

decide whether women in niqab can appear as witnesses. 

 

Although Muslim men and women may both suffer from a presumption of guilt, women 

experience the additional presumption of victimhood. We’re seen simultaneously as 

http://wapo.st/2cW2wpp


recognizable representatives of a religion to be “feared” and passive targets of male 

dominance. In turn, our absurd status as both villains and victims drives not only 

discrimination, harassment and hate crimes, but promotes cynical policy proposals 

designed to help us, which actually are rooted in stereotypes and anti-Muslim bias. 

 

Officials and news pundits have long used this tactic and the guise of “women’s rights” to 

promote anti-Muslim ideology. This thinly concealed bias is central to the arguments of 

the 30 French coastal towns that banned the burkini. In a truly head-scratching moment, 

Laurence Rossignol, the French government’s minister for women’s rights, defended the 

bans by stating: “The burkini is not some new line of swimwear; it is the beach version of 

the burqa and it has the same logic: hide women’s bodies in order to better control 

them.” 

 

Lost in this statement is the irony that these laws reinforce exactly what the minister 

purports to loathe. 

 

Similarly, in the United States, when Ibtihaj Muhammad became the first American 

Olympian to compete and medal while wearing hijab earlier this month, Rush Limbaugh 

tried to diminish the historic moment by stating: “But why celebrate a woman wearing 

something that’s been forced on her by a religion, a religion run by men? . . . She may 

actively agree to do it, don’t misunderstand, but it’s a religion run by men that 

subjugates and subordinates women.” 

 

Under heightened scrutiny and calls for vigilance, Muslim women have flocked to self-

defense classes, some have contemplated removing their hijab to protect their families 

and others are wearing hijab to feel closer to faith during these uncertain times. I have 

experienced my own scare, when I was cornered by a man at a community dog park. 

After exchanging pleasantries, he snarled without warning or provocation: “Do you know 

what’s wrong with Muslims?” 

 

He punctuated his rant with a finger in my face and a grab at my shoulder when I tried to 

glance or back away. Through clenched teeth, he ranted that Muslim men are rapists and 

terrorists, and that Muslim women are victims of their own oppression. I listened, silent 

calculations running through my head — I was alone in a dog park the size of one city 

block, and he was unpredictable and belligerent. Anything could have happened. 

 

We have a long road ahead to realize full and equal rights, but it’s not Islam that holds 

us back. It’s pervasive prejudice and discrimination in all facets of our lives. Just as it’s 

intellectually dishonest to believe that four police officers forcing a Muslim woman to 

remove her burkini on a crowded beach is a sign of progress for women, it’s immoral to 

continue to allow anti-Muslim bias to close the doors of opportunity to us. 

 

Discrimination in the name of women’s rights or religious tolerance is still discrimination 

— ask any Muslim woman, if only to finally include us in the conversation about us. 

 

SOUTH SUDAN: South Sudan won’t find peace as long as 
its women are excluded and silenced 

The Conversation (15.09.2016) - http://bit.ly/2ctZwzc - Coming after decades of conflict 

and a hard-won victory, there were high hopes that South Sudan’s independence would 

lead to a lasting peace. But those hopes have so far been thwarted. 

 

Starting in July 2016, the world’s youngest country has been plunged back into another 

cycle of violence and an ensuing humanitarian crisis. The most recent relapse has 

prompted renewed peace negotiations to try and find a path towards establishing a 

http://bit.ly/2ctZwzc


protection force for war-ravaged civilians. The existing mandate of the UN Mission there, 

UNMISS, has been expanded by increasing the number of peacekeepers – but no new 

innovations to try and transform the conflict seem to be forthcoming. 

 

And despite the significant impact that conflict violence has had on South Sudanese 

women, the international community’s response continues to ignore the conflict’s very 

gendered characteristics. 

 

This is a very serious omission. If South Sudan’s civilians are to be meaningfully 

protected from violence, and if the country is ever going to establish a stable and just 

society, the response to the latest events has to start incorporating gender perspectives. 

 

A globally recognised framework for making this happen already exists. Known 

collectively as the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda, it was first established in 

2000, and is designed to help ensure that women’s experiences inform the pursuit of 

peace and security. Essentially a constellation of eight UN Security Council Resolutions, it 

advocates National Action Plans for all UN member states to implement gender 

perspectives in their conduct of domestic and international public policy. 

 

But even though many countries have done the same, there are significant gaps in its 

implementation. South Sudan itself launched a National Action Plan for implementing the 

WPS agenda earlier this year, but gender relations continue to weigh heavy in the South 

Sudanese conflict. 

 

To change the status quo, the country and those trying to help solve its problems need to 

focus on three areas: gendering peacekeeping, prosecuting sexual gender-based 

violence, and ensuring that local women’s groups can fully participate in the peace 

process. 

 

Keeping the peace 

 

As the UN prepares to expand UNMISS’s mandate, it must include more female 

peacekeepers in the mission. This is not a priority unique to South Sudan; less than 5% 

of military peacekeepers around the world are women, even though two of the WPS’s 

resolutions explicitly advocate that women be deployed in these missions. 

 

In an arena such as South Sudan, female peacekeepers can be essential to building trust. 

For all the good peacekeeping missions can do, they are notorious for incidents of 

violence and criminality committed with impunity. Put simply, it is mainly men in 

uniforms (of all stripes) whom South Sudanese women have to fear, and that greatly 

undercuts their confidence in troops sent to keep them safe. Putting more women in 

peacekeeping uniforms could both cut down on abuse and build trust that’s currently just 

not there. 

 

And besides, as Resolution 1888 states, “the presence of women peacekeepers may 

encourage local women to participate in the national armed and security forces, thereby 

helping to build a security sector that is accessible and responsive to all, especially 

women”. 

 

In South Sudan, the main perpetrators of gender-based sexual violence are men 

affiliated with the official military or opposition militia. In one recent high-profile incident 

of rapes against both locals and foreigners, UN peacekeepers failed to protect the 

victims. This very particular form of violence is a huge problem – and yet there are 

almost no institutional mechanisms in place to prosecute those who commit it. 

 

Women on the ground 

 



In a recent report on the situation in South Sudan, the African Union concluded that 

existing institutions were simply not able to offer the justice that so many victims need 

and deserve. To compound the problem, the social stigma attached to victims of 

gendered sexual violence makes it very difficult to bring their assailants to justice with 

formal public investigations, which again tend to overlook women’s needs and 

experiences. 

 

The problem isn’t just national; internationally mediated peace negotiations all over the 

world have a sad tendency to be gender-blind and to overlook and exclude women’s 

voices and experiences. The efforts to tackle the crisis in South Sudan are therefore far 

from unique in this regard. 

 

But given the very gendered nature of the insecurity there and the fact that more than 

60% of the country’s people are women, listening to and protecting them must be a 

critical priority. 

 

An excellent way to do this would be to engage properly with South Sudanese women’s 

groups, which are already trying to get women a more central role in the peace process. 

If they’re given the chance, they can provide the framework for a gender-responsive 

peace and help disrupt the awful status quo. 

 

The violence in South Sudan cannot be tackled as long as women are shut out of the 

process and the gendered aspects of the conflict overlooked. The framework for getting 

them involved and serving their interests has already been laid out; it’s long past time it 

was put into practice. 

 

EGYPT: Female genital mutilation needed because 
Egyptian men are ‘sexually weak,’ lawmaker says 

By Sudarsan Raghavan 

 

The Washington Post (06.09.2016) - http://wapo.st/2c8fzCy - It was an outrageous 

argument, by any measure: Women should “reduce their sexual desires” because 

Egyptian men are “sexually weak.” 

 

This is what an Egyptian lawmaker, Elhamy Agina, claimed over the weekend in making 

an argument in favor of female genital mutilation or FGM. 

 

“We are a population whose men suffer from sexual weakness, which is evident because 

Egypt is among the biggest consumers of sexual stimulants that only the weak will 

consume,” Agina said, according to a translation in Egyptian Streets, an English-language 

local news website. “If we stop FGM, we will need strong men and we don’t have men of 

that sort.” 

 

So it is better for women, he continued, to undergo the brutal practice to “reduce a 

woman’s sexual appetite.” And by doing so, he added, women would “stand by their 

men” and life would proceed smoothly. 

 

Of course, this led to a maelstrom on Twitter and other online sites. 

 

The centuries-old practice involves the partial or full removal of the external sex organs, 

usually with a knife or razor blade, in a belief that doing so reduces sexual desires. The 

cutting can lead to urinary infections, menstrual problems, infertility and death, in 

addition to psychological trauma. 

 

http://wapo.st/2c8fzCy


The practice was banned in Egypt in 2008. Since then, circumcising girls has been 

punishable by a prison sentence of between three months and three years as well as a 

hefty fine. Still, FGM remains a widespread practice here, as it is in many other African 

nations and parts of the Middle East. 

 

According to the World Health Organization, Egypt has some of the highest rates of FGM, 

in company with Somalia, Djibouti and Sierra Leone. A UNICEF study in 2013 found that 

as many as 27.2 million women in Egypt have been circumcised. 

 

The Egyptian cabinet recently approved a draft law that would impose stiffer penalties for 

those who force girls and women into FGM. Jail terms would range between five and 

seven years, and harsher sentences would be imposed if the procedure leads to death or 

deformity. In May, an Egyptian teenager died of complications after undergoing FGM, 

propelling the United Nations to urge Egypt to enact stricter punishments. The new 

legislation is awaiting ratification by the parliament before it can become law. 

 

By this week, Agina was backtracking on his comments. In one local newspaper, Al Masry 

Al Youm, or the Egyptian Today, he clarified that his rejection of the toughening of 

penalties for FGM was based on how "it is hard to apply in Egypt." 

 

And in a phone interview with TV host Eman Ezzuldine on Mehwar Channel that his 

comments were to be considered only a "jest." 

 

"I don't get afraid, and I meant no offense to Egyptian men," Agina continued. "Egyptian 

men are true men, and I am a true man." 

 

"Take my wife's phone number and ask her," he added. 

 

WORLD: Islamic inheritance laws and rural women, new 
issue of ILC Framing the Debate series is out 

International Land Coalition (06.09.2016) - http://bit.ly/2c6r9vX - «Land rights are 

particularly important for women’s empowerment and gender equality (…) but they 

continue to be systematically denied their rights to inheritance, especially in rural areas». 

The newest issue of ILC’s Framing the Debate series on Islamic inheritance laws and their 

impact on rural women in Muslim societies finds that there are an interconnected mix of 

legal, religious, educational, economic, social and political reasons for discriminatory 

inheritance practices. 

 

The publication, authored by Frida Khan and launched online on September 6th will also 

be present at the upcoming 13th International Conference of the Association for 

Women's Rights in Development (AWID). From the 8th to the 11th of September, 2,000 

participants from a wide range of movements and sectors will gather in Bahia, Brazil to 

collectively strategize for feminist futures, including a specific focus on women’s rights 

and land governance.  We are proud to announce that ILC members will be involved in 

various sessions.  Landesa, a contributor to the publication, will organize a specific 

session on “Why land rights matter for women and how they can grow”.  

 

The publication is the result of a research project developed between 2013 and 2015 

where the International Land Coalition commissioned a series of studies on women’s 

inheritance rights in Muslim societies. The aim was to improve understanding of the 

barriers that prevent women from achieving tenure security, with a particular focus on 

inheritance laws and the practices that influence women’s land rights in Asia. 

 

http://bit.ly/2c6r9vX


The studies analysed inheritance laws and their impact on rural women in selected 

countries in Asia and West Africa such as India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, 

Senegal, Togo, and Mali. While these countries have different demographics, they host 

common issues regarding discriminatory inheritance practices and laws. The comparative 

study in West Africa, covering two Muslim-majority countries (Mali and Senegal) and one 

Christian-majority country (Togo), was added in later in the process, to allow for a 

broader view of Islam and its interpretations relative to women’s inheritance rights. 

 

In short, the studies demonstrate that, while studied countries do indeed have legal, 

religious, and institutional provisions that protect women’s inheritance, their 

implementation in the patriarchal cultural context in which they exist is weak. Countries 

need to institute a mix of attitudinal and structural changes to create an environment 

and legal framework for gender equality in inheritance. 

 

As noted in the publication, "it is a sad irony that a religion which in its time was 

revolutionary in promoting women’s rights, including those concerning inheritance, has 

now come to be associated with the worst forms of discrimination against women". So 

more than religion, it is overarching patriarchal practices that seek to keep women 

subordinate to men, socially, legally, and above all economically, by restricting women’s 

mobility, sexuality, participation in remunerative work, decision-making, and ownership 

of assets, including those gained through inheritance. 

 

Owning land is a source of power and security for both women and men, and studies 

show that women who own land are able to negotiate space for themselves in the 

household with more confidence and independence. Furthermore, studies have shown 

that affording women their land rights has multiple positive impacts, including reducing 

poverty, improving household food security, and providing access to employment and to 

capital, as well as having a positive effects on their own education and health and those 

of their children.  

 

Download and read Framing the Debate: Islamic inheritance laws and their impact on 

rural women in Muslim societies here. 

 

IRAN: The Islamic Republic’s war on women 

The election of Hassan Rouhani gave new momentum to Iran’s devout Muslim 

feminists — but the mullahs aren’t having it. 

 

By Ziba Mir-Hosseini 

 

Foreign Policy (29.08.2016) - http://atfp.co/2cjfXj8 - The phone calls started about six 

weeks ago. Men who didn’t introduce themselves, working for Iran’s security agencies, 

rang the country’s most prominent women’s rights activists and demanded they show up 

for interrogations. All the activists were told the same thing: “Don’t tell anyone we’ve 

called you here. Don’t speak to the media, don’t breathe a word to anyone.” But word 

seeped out, first in Tehran’s feminist circles and then among political activists, who 

traded accounts of interrogations and lines of questioning. 

 

The Iranian government’s crackdown on feminists, one of the Islamic Republic’s periodic 

intimidation campaigns against women’s rights activists, is still underway. But the 

present iteration isn’t just a push-and-pull struggle between the government and civil 

society, or between the censors and the country’s most prominent women’s magazine — 

it’s a proxy battle between the president and the country’s hard-liners. 

 

http://www.landcoalition.org/en/regions/global-including-europe/resources/framing-debate-islamic-inheritance-laws-and-their-impact-rural-women
http://atfp.co/2cjfXj8


Iran’s women’s rights activists, both religious and secular, seized the space offered by 

President Hassan Rouhani’s 2013 election to emerge from the underground and engage 

again in public life. The Revolutionary Guards and the clerical establishment have 

responded by charging a vast international “feminist conspiracy” to undermine the 

Islamic Republic, funded by wealthy Western donors, intellectually articulated by feminist 

academics based abroad, and conducted by foot soldiers inside Iran — and even inside 

the president’s cabinet. 

 

Iran’s hard-line clerical and military authorities have always been wary of women’s 

gender activism, whether by secular “feminists” or religious “gender justice” advocates. 

They seem especially incensed, however, by Iran’s homegrown Islamic feminists, who 

work for gender equality from a faith-based perspective, arguing from progressive 

readings of the Quran and fiqh, or the Islamic legal tradition, for greater participation in 

the labor force and better legal safeguards. This “egalitarian Islam” poses a special threat 

to hard-liners, because it challenges, from within the Islamic tradition, their conservative 

interpretation of the sacred texts in which they have invested so much since the 

revolution. 

 

That’s why hard-liners took special note of Rouhani’s appointment of Shahindokht 

Molaverdi, for whom “egalitarian Islam” has been an intellectual bedrock, as his deputy 

minister for women’s affairs. Trained as a lawyer, the devout Molaverdi was active in the 

reformist presidency of Mohammad Khatami from 1997 to 2005, helping expand Iran’s 

network of women’s NGOs. She spent the stifling Mahmoud Ahmadinejad years working 

in civil society. Her views were progressive, but her determination to work within Iran’s 

political system made her highly diplomatic. She always stopped short, for example, of 

explicitly calling herself a feminist. When she was asked during a U.N. meeting in New 

York why Iran had not yet joined the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), her answer was nuanced. She said there were 

certain factions in Iran, as in the United States, strongly opposed to it and suggested 

there were other ways her government would enhance women’s human rights. 

 

Since taking office, Molaverdi’s religious leanings have given her a degree of protection 

that secular feminists lack altogether, but she has confronted hard-line attacks all the 

same. Conservative news sites objected to her appointment, and hard-liners in the 

clerical and military establishments accused her of undermining Islamic values by 

encouraging women to work. They took issue with her collaboration with women’s 

activists, her stance on the 2009 election, and even her master’s thesis on violence 

against women. For the hard-line establishment, she was a clear threat: too grassroots, 

too effective, too connected. It even rankled that she had managed to become the first 

woman in Iran to secure a license to run a notary office, the privilege of clerics since the 

early 20th century. 

 

The conservative establishment’s anxiety has also been fueled by Molaverdi’s successes 

in office. Her aim of encouraging women’s participation in politics resulted in what hard-

liners have called the “gendering” of the last parliamentary election, in February. Last 

October, a coalition of female activists, with Molaverdi’s encouragement, announced at a 

press meeting the launch of the “Campaign to Change the Masculine Face of Parliament” 

by inviting more women to stand for election. Iranian reformists had their own separate 

meetings, demanding, among other things, a 30 percent quota for women. This revival of 

civil society paid off.  Moderates affiliated with Rouhani swept Tehran, taking all 30 of its 

parliamentary seats, and, of these new legislators, eight were women. Across the 

country, there was a fourfold rise in the number of female candidates running for the 

latest Parliament, which led to doubling the number of female deputies. 

 

That election, and Molaverdi’s association with it, rankled Iran’s hard-liners. They have 

responded by training their anger on a magazine run by one of her allies, the legendary 

publisher Shahla Sherkat. 



 

Zanan-e Emrooz is a relaunch of Zanan, a publication that, throughout the 1990s and 

2000s, brought women’s issues into Iran’s national conversation by convening religious 

and secular women’s activists. It ran stories about everything from nose jobs to domestic 

violence, making the case that gender equality was entirely Islamic. It was a sort of 

religiously tinged Ms. magazine, an extraordinary publication unlike anything published in 

the Middle East. And it wasn’t just a forum for activists like Molaverdi — it made women’s 

legal and political rights the concern of ordinary women across the country. At least until 

then-President Ahmadinejad shut it down in 2008, accusing the magazine of “blackening” 

the country and spreading pessimism. 

 

Zanan-e Emrooz was launched in 2014 in the hopeful wake of Rouhani’s election. The 

first edition featured a group of smiling female veterinarians on the cover with the 

headline, “We Are Happy With This Choice,” leaving it intentionally ambiguous whether 

that was referring to the veterinarians being content with their career choice, or the 

women’s movement being happy with Rouhani. In her editorial announcing the 

magazine’s rebirth, Sherkat wrote that once again it feels as if there is hope, and that 

after years of silence, journalists like her think they can have a voice. “We know they’ll 

push back against us, but we have no choice,” she wrote. Its cheeky October issue of 

that year, about the rise of “white marriage,” otherwise known as couples just living 

together, prompted a temporary closure, but it soon resumed its predecessor’s signature 

style of high and low feminist conversation. 

 

February’s issue would prove a fateful turning point. It featured an interview with the 

Iranian-Canadian academic Homa Hoodfar, a highly regarded anthropologist based in 

Montreal. The interview focused on her latest academic book, Electoral Politics: Making 

Quotas Work for Women, which discussed research on women and elections conducted in 

various countries and fueled the lively Iranian debate about quotas for women in 

Parliament. 

 

It was not a debate that hard-liners were inclined to have. Hoodfar traveled to Iran last 

December and returned to Canada, telling friends that the mood was hopeful and that 

she was optimistic about progress under Rouhani. But after she returned to Iran in 

February during the parliamentary election cycle, authorities raided her flat the day 

before her intended departure. Agents confiscated her passports, laptop, and mobile 

phone. A string of interrogations culminated in her detention on June 6. A month later, 

Tehran’s prosecutor announced that she, along with three other Iranian dual nationals, 

had been charged but did not specify the grounds. 

 

Not long after Hoodfar’s arrest, articles began trickling out on websites affiliated with the 

Revolutionary Guards. Hoodfar, one piece claimed, was a foreign agent. Another 

published a day later featured an elaborate infographic showing the purported financial 

links between funding bodies in the West and the organs of the “feminist conspiracy” 

they supported. They alleged that her research was part of a sprawling conspiracy, an 

international network that with the aid of foreign funding has been seeking to infiltrate 

Iranian society and government. Not long thereafter, the regime began using Hoodfar 

and her foreign connections to tarnish influential figures in the Tehran women’s 

movement. Many of them have received the ominous phone calls ordering them in for 

questioning. 

 

The connect-the-dots of intrigue eventually lead to the Rouhani government itself. Hard-

liners angrily cite his administration’s attempts to suspend Ahmadinejad-era gender 

policies, such as a ban on women’s studying certain subjects in universities, a reduction 

in their permissible work hours, and a stricter dress code. The hard-liners claim the 

Rouhani administration’s efforts are nurtured and led by a conspiratorial network with 

Molaverdi at its center. Articles on conservative websites affiliated with the Revolutionary 

Guards enumerate her dangerous intentions and actions. Molaverdi’s aim of enabling 



women to participate more widely in the economy, her sustainable employment 

initiatives, “are in line with feminists who want to push women out of the family, into 

society, straying from the right path.” By “making a model of political women as 

successful,” she is said to be distorting the honorable, traditional image of the country’s 

rural women. (No mention is made that Iran has been an urban-majority country since 

1979.) An excessive focus on domestic violence, rape, and the violence against women 

perpetrated by the Islamic State is “disturbing the public mind,” the news site claimed. 

Ultimately, Molaverdi is seeking to “change women’s lifestyle through changing laws and 

fine-tuning and reducing the religious, traditional aspects of Islam.” 

 

Perhaps most far-fetched, in the conspiracy theory spun by hard-liners, is that the 

diaspora-based feminists are the brains — and funds — behind homegrown feminism in 

Iran. If there is one major fracture in the world of Iranian feminism, both domestically 

and in the diaspora, it is between mainstream women’s rights activists, who are prepared 

to work with Islam either out of faith or out of political expediency, and those who are 

openly hostile to Islam and project an Ayaan Hirsi Ali-esque revulsion for faith. The 

progression of some women’s rights activists to this extreme anti-religious position 

reflects their despair at years of intense repression in the name of Islam. For years the 

state only tolerated the activism of religious women and targeted secularists with special 

violence; with the crackdown on the Green Movement in 2009, state aggression grew so 

severe that some of them abandoned the middle ground entirely. 

 

The notion that anti-Islam diaspora feminists could be deeply involved in a plot with 

academics like Hoodfar, who has been the focus of their criticism for what they see as 

“pro-Islamic views and scholarship,” is inconceivable. These dissident feminists, who 

have long severed real ties with the mainstream women’s movement inside the country, 

are the sort of figures the Iranian regime wishes to hold up as representative of 

feminism: intentionally disrespectful to religious sensibilities and cosily enmeshed with 

donor institutions. Their inclusion, women’s activists say, is aimed at blackening the 

credibility of Molaverdi and others by association. 

 

The last issue of Zanan-e-Emrooz appeared in June. In July, a post appeared on its 

website announcing that it would not be published again until further notice; the closure 

was “due to some problems,” but no other reasons were given. Sherkat was among those 

summoned for regular questioning after Hoodfar’s arrest. 

 

Rouhani’s government, for its part, has made little headway with progressive gender 

policies, and Molaverdi and her supporters are mostly focused on re-establishing 

themselves as part of the national conversation. The tough work of correcting 

Ahmadinejad-era legislation remains. But even given the modesty of their aims, hard-

liners seem determined to squelch their re-emergence. The persecution of innocent 

figures like Hoodfar looks increasingly like part of a concerted plan by hard-liners to 

undermine the chances of Rouhani’s re-election next year. For now, Rouhani’s 

government has remained quiet about the stealthy harassment of female activists, but as 

the 2017 presidential election nears, he will need to say something to convince Iran’s 

women that he is still on their side. 

 

RUSSIA: Female circumcision as senseless cruelty 

Society acted for observing the rights of women of the northern Caucasus 

 

By Attorney Anatoly Pchelintsev 

 

Religiia i Pravo (26.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2cMGYZt - A genuine squall of emotions was 

evoked by a recent statement of one of the prominent Muslim leaders of Russia with 

http://bit.ly/2cMGYZt


regard to so-called "female circumcision." At first, the chairman of the Coordinating 

Center of Muslims of the northern Caucasus, Ismail Berdiev, declared that this is a good 

measure which supposedly "decreases the sexuality of women" and lowers the level of 

depravity in society. Then, after a wave of criticism against him, the mufti was forced to 

excuse himself. Berdiev noted that, of course, Islam does not prescribe doing "female 

circumcision," but it is practiced in the rural region of Dagestan. 

  

Perhaps few in Russian society knew what "female circumcision" is, but having learned, 

they were horrified by this barbarian practice, which essentially cripples women. In 

Russia, religious associations are liquidated on trumped up charges and their literature is 

ruled to be extremist (as, for example, with Jehovah's Witnesses), but in this case the 

call rang out to inflict damage to the physical health of citizens from a religious leader. 

According to article 14 of the federal law on freedom of conscience, such calls are reason 

for an examination and they provide for a sanction all the way up to liquidation and 

prohibition of the activity of a religious association. 

  

Of course, it is hardly likely that such measures will be applied to the Coordinating Center 

of Muslims of the northern Caucasus, much less to the Ecclesiastical Board of Muslims of 

the Karachay-Cherkess republic, which Ismail Berdiev also heads. In addition, for two 

decades Mufti Berdiev has been one of the most distinguished leaders of traditional 

Islam. Berdiev is a good politician and leader, because of whom to a great extent 

Karachay-Cherkess is considered one of the most peaceful republics of the northern 

Caucasus. 

  

Nevertheless Ismail Berdiev tried to disavow his statement: "I do not call for circumcising 

women. This is not prescribed by Islam and it is simply impossible. I am speaking about 

the problem of depravity and about how a problem exists about which it is necessary to 

do something." However a sore subject has already been touched upon. 

  

The office of prosecutor general of Russia received an appeal requesting an examination 

of the legality of the use of so-called "female circumcision" in the northern Caucasus. The 

author of the appeal was Diana Gurtskaia, a member of the Public Chamber of the RF. 

Before that a report about the practice of female circumcision in Dagestan was posted on 

the official website of the rights advocacy foundation "Legal Initiative." It noted, in 

particular, that the consequences of the operations are connected with a reduction of 

sensitivity and sexual desire in women who are subjected to this procedure. The report 

says that this is confirmed by both respondents practicing it and expert physicians. 

Female circumcision in the region is used mainly in mountain villages in Tsumadin, 

Botlikh, Tsuntin, and Bezhtinsk regions. As noted, girls up to three years of age are 

subjected to the operation and in rare cases, up to twelve years. Female circumcision is 

very rarely performed in a hospital, and frequently after an underground operation 

inflammation and bleeding occur. 

  

Naturally the Ministry of Health also responded to this problem. An official representative 

of the Ministry of Health, Oleg Salagai, noted: "At the present time, the international 

medical community is agreed in the opinion that so-called female circumcision is a 

mutilating practice and it produces nothing positive." 

  

It turned out that back in 2008 the World Assembly of Health adopted a resolution about 

the necessity of total rejection of this practice. In 2012 a similar resolution was adopted 

by the United Nations General Assembly. 

  

A separate discussion was evoked by the moral aspect of this barbaric practice. The point 

is that initially Ismail Berdiev presented female circumcision as a good means to fight 

depravity. The mufti said, "If this were applied to all women, that would be very good. 

The Almighty created woman in order that she give birth to children and raise them. And 



this has nothing to do with that. Women do not cease to give birth because of this. But 

there would be less depravity." 

  

In this case, the northern Caucasian leader was even corrected by the Federation of 

Jewish Communities of Russia. The head of the Department of Public Relations of FEOR, 

Borukh Gorin, cautiously noted that he understands "a man who thinks about how to 

combat debauchery and licentiousness in society. A believing person is surrounded by an 

enormous number of temptations." But nevertheless one is called to struggle with 

debauchery with spiritual means and not with physical correction of the human organism. 

Gorin said: "Destruction of depravity around us is not within our powers. It is in our 

powers to sanctify the space around us so that there simply is no place left for 

debauchery. In the book of the Song of Solomon and the psalms of David it is said that 

the honor of woman is within, true beauty, and true greatness is not flashy, not public, 

and in this sense nothing has changed since the time of King Solomon and King David." 

  

Borukh Gorin called attention to how girls should be trained: "The genuine attention of a 

groom, a man, can be attracted only by internal beauty. Therefore, in working on fitness, 

on how your body appears, a girl should understand that she should work three times as 

much on her inner appearance and contents. Only by this will she be able to attract true 

love." 

  

Finally, it would seem that an end to the attitude of Muslims toward female circumcision 

has been placed by the first deputy chairman of the Council of Muftis of Russia, Rushan 

Abbiasov. In his opinion, the practice is totally alien to Islam: "Female circumcision is a 

pre-Islamic tradition, which was innate not only to the Arab world but also to other 

civilizations that were not in contact with the Semitic world. It is possible to say with 

certainty that female circumcision is more on an ethnic tradition, mainly innate to the 

African peoples, possibly having some ritual basis, and it is completely alien to Islamic 

ideology."' 

  

In the understanding of Muslims, the Almighty forbids doing any injury to one's body, 

and as regards male circumcision, this does not have any direct command in the Quran, 

but according to the Abrahamic tradition it is desirable. Hadiths of the Prophet which 

contain mention of female circumcision do not have status of reliability, which 

consequently does not permit their use as an argument. 

  

The discussion about the statement on female circumcision by Ismail Berdiev has raised 

more profound problems about the position of women in Islam. But at the present time 

one would like to hope that the practice which is crippling girls in remote villages will be 

eradicated. This is the way this practice is treated in Africa, to which the attention of the 

world community has been turned for a long time. And in this case religious leaders can 

and should raise their voice in defense of women.  

 

Background articles:  

Muslim female circumcision goes viral in Russian media 

August 18, 2016 

Numerous leaders in Moscow take on female circumcision question 

August 19, 2016 

Russia Religion News Current News Items 

 

AFGHANISTAN: UN official: For Afghan women 'glass is 
half full' 

By Lynne O’Donnell 

 

http://www2.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/160818a.html
http://www2.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/160819a.html
http://www.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/00currentchoices.shtml


AP (26.08.2016) - http://apne.ws/2byaHHc - As the United States prepared to invade 

Taliban-ruled Afghanistan 15 years ago, then-First Lady Laura Bush took over her 

husband's weekly radio address to tell the American people that part of the reason for 

going to war after the attacks of September 11, 2001, was to liberate Afghan women 

from the brutality that had been forced on them by the extremists' regime. 

 

As the war against the Taliban grinds on, Afghan women are still largely treated as 

property and barely a week goes by without news emerging of a woman or girl being 

stoned to death, burned with gasoline, beaten or tortured by her in-laws, traded to repay 

a debt, jailed for running away from a violent husband, or sold into marriage as a child. 

 

Abuse of women in Afghanistan remains entrenched and endemic, despite constitutional 

guarantees of equality, protection from violence and age-old practices such as trading 

young women to pay debts. 

 

Earlier this month, news emerged from remote central Ghor province of Zarah, a 

pregnant 14-year-old who was allegedly tortured and set on fire by her in-laws as they 

took revenge on her father over a failed deal to marry one of their relatives. 

 

Mohammad Azam, 45, traveled to the capital, Kabul, to call for justice for the killing of 

his daughter. Yet he too had taken a young bride as payment for construction work. 

 

The British government said in a report in early July that "documented cases of violence 

against women have risen" in the first half of 2016, with 5,132 cases reported to the 

Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, "including 241 murders." 

 

Attending a small rally in western Kabul to support Azam's call for justice, women's rights 

activist Veeda Saghari said violence against women is largely ignored by Afghanistan's 

judicial sector. 

 

"That is why all kinds of violence against women such as acid throwing, beating, stoning, 

informal community tribunal verdicts, burning, forced divorces, forced marriages, forced 

pregnancies, forced abortions have reached a peak," she said. 

 

In fairness, much has improved for Afghan women since the Taliban were ejected from 

power. During five years of Taliban rule, women were not permitted to attend school or 

work, were largely confined to their homes, and subject to public beatings for violations 

of strict rules on what they could wear in public. When it came to their health, very few 

had access to doctors, and benchmarks such as maternal mortality were among the 

worst in the world. 

 

Now millions of girls go to school, compared to practically none in 2001, and access to 

health care is widespread. The constitution protects women from the worst excesses they 

suffered before 2001. Figures published by the World Bank show a drop in maternal 

mortality, for instance, from 1,340 per 100,000 live births in 1990 to 396 in 2015. 

 

Many women work for the government and security services, run their own business, and 

are elected to parliament. Figures from President Ashraf Ghani's office show 33 percent 

of all teachers are women, and there are 240 women judges. He has nominated four 

women as Cabinet ministers, appointed seven as deputy ministers and four as 

ambassadors. 

 

Yet for most Afghan women, the struggles of today are little different to those under the 

Taliban. Many working women are targeted and often killed by extremists. High-profile 

lawmaker Shukria Barakzai, who ran a secret school for girls during the Taliban era, 

survived a suicide bomb attack in 2014, and was appointed ambassador to Norway last 

year. 

http://apne.ws/2byaHHc


 

But in impoverished and rural areas, girls can often be of less value to their families than 

their animals. A burns unit in the western city of Herat has a ward dedicated to treating 

young women who set themselves on fire, as much a cry for help as a suicide attempt. 

Women's prisons in major cities, including Kabul, hold hundreds of women accused of 

adultery for having sex outside marriage, as well as young women who have run away 

from home to escape arranged marriages or abusive, often much older, husbands. 

 

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, the executive director of U.N. Women, has found that 

government officials, judges, clerics and educators are often receptive to the concepts of 

women's rights, as enshrined in the Afghan constitution. But, she said, "When we are 

dealing with extremism there is pushback, every step of the way there is pushback." 

 

Following the fall of the Taliban, the Western push for women's rights led some Afghans 

to feel that Western values were being forced on them, she said, and that had led to 

problems of acceptance of women's rights as homegrown. 

 

The situation is complicated by almost 40 years of conflict. 

 

"We have a generation that has only known war, and at the same time you also have a 

generation that has been educated, that knows about the lives that are lived by people in 

other parts of the world. There has to be some confusion as people try to deal with all 

these issues," Mlambo-Ngcuka said, adding: "So the glass is half full." 

 

That doesn't mean Afghanistan should be given special treatment, she said. "Rape is 

rape, physical violence is physical violence. So in our quest not to be overbearing and not 

to overshadow local efforts, I don't think that we should also move away and not talk 

about the universality of rights," she said. 

 

As a member of the United Nations and signatory to the "same charters as all the other 

member states, we have to hold them to the same standards because the nation has 

actually signed on to the same value system as the other nations," she said. 

 

"What is good for a child in Europe in terms of protection, in terms of making sure that 

they have a right to education, not to be married early, that is good for a child in Europe 

and it is good for a child in Afghanistan." 

 

FRANCE - WORLD: I created the burkini to give women 
freedom, not to take it away 

By Aheda Zanetti 

 

The Guardian (24.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2c7ogvO - When I invented the burkini in early 

2004, it was to give women freedom, not to take it away. My niece wanted to play 

netball but it was a bit of a struggle to get her in the team – she was wearing a hijab. My 

sister had to fight for her daughter to play, had to debate the issue and ask, why is this 

girl prevented from playing netball because of her modesty? 

 

When she was finally allowed to play we all went to watch her to support her and what 

she was wearing was totally inappropriate for a sports uniform – a skivvy, tracksuit 

pants, and her hijab, totally unsuitable for any type of sport. She looked like a tomato 

she was so red and hot! 

 

So I went home and went looking for something that might be better for her to wear, 

sportswear for Muslim girls, and I couldn’t find anything, I knew there was nothing in 

http://bit.ly/2c7ogvO


Australia. It got me thinking because when I was a girl I missed out on sport – we didn’t 

participate in anything because we chose to be modest, but for my niece I wanted to find 

something that would adapt to the Australian lifestyle and western clothing but at the 

same time fulfil the needs of a Muslim girl. 

 

So I sat down on my lounge room floor and designed something. I looked at the veil and 

took away a lot of the excess fabric, which made me nervous - would my Islamic 

community accept this? The veil is supposed to cover your hair and your shape, you just 

don’t shape anything around your body. But this was shaped around the neck. I thought, 

it’s only the shape of a neck, it doesn’t really matter. 

 

Before I launched it I produced a sample with a questionnaire to find out what people 

would think - would you wear this? Would this encourage you to be more active? Play 

more sport? Swim? A lot of people in my community didn’t know how to accept this, but I 

developed it commercially and made a good business. 

 

The burkini came to everyone’s attention when Surf Lifesaving Australia introduced a 

program to integrate Muslim boys and girls into surf lifesaving after the Cronulla riots – 

they had a young Muslim girl who wanted to compete in an event. She wore a burkini. 

 

After September 11, the Cronulla riots, the banning of the veil in France, and the 

international backlash that came with it – about us being the bad people all because of a 

few criminals who do not speak on behalf of Muslims – I really didn’t want anyone to 

judge girls wearing these. It’s only a girl being modest.  

 

It was about integration and acceptance and being equal and about not being judged. It 

was difficult for us at the time, the Muslim community, they had a fear of stepping out. 

They had fear of going to public pools and beaches and so forth, and I wanted girls to 

have the confidence to continue a good life. Sport is so important, and we are Australian! 

I wanted to do something positive – and anyone can wear this, Christian, Jewish, Hindus. 

It’s just a garment to suit a modest person, or someone who has skin cancer, or a new 

mother who doesn’t want to wear a bikini, it’s not symbolising Islam. 

 

When I named it the burkini I didn’t really think it was a burqa for the beach. Burqa was 

just a word for me – I’d been brought up in Australia all my life, and I’d designed this 

swimsuit and I had to call it something quickly. It was the combination of two cultures – 

we’re Australians but we are also Muslim by choice. The burqa doesn’t symbolise 

anything here, and it’s not mentioned in the Qur’an and our religion does not ask us to 

cover our faces, it’s the wearer’s choice to do so. Burqa is nowhere in any Islamic text. I 

had to look the word up, and it was described as a kind of coat and cover-all, and at the 

other end you had the bikini, so I combined the two. 

 

This negativity that is happening now and what is happening in France makes me so sad. 

I hope it’s not because of racism. I think they have misunderstood a garment that is so 

positive – it symbolises leisure and happiness and fun and fitness and health and now 

they are demanding women get off the beach and back into their kitchens?  

 

This has given women freedom, and they want to take that freedom away? So who is 

better, the Taliban or French politicians? They are as bad as each other.  

 

I don’t think any man should worry about how women are dressing – no one is forcing 

us, it’s a woman’s choice. What you see is our choice. Do I call myself a feminist? Yes, 

maybe. I like to stand behind my man, but I am the engine, and I choose to be. I want 

him to take all the credit, but I am the quiet achiever.  

 



I would love to be in France to say this: you have misunderstood. And there more 

problems in the world to worry about, why create more? You’ve taken a product that 

symbolised happiness and joyfulness and fitness, and turned it into a product of hatred. 

 

Also, what are the French values? What do you mean it doesn’t combine with French 

values, what does that mean? Liberty? You telling us what to wear, you telling us what 

not to do will drive women back into their homes – what do you want us to do then? 

There will be a backlash. If you are dividing the nation and not listening and not working 

towards something you are naturally going to have someone who is going to get angry. If 

you are pushing people away, and isolating them – this is definitely not a good thing for 

any politician to do, in any country. 

 

I remember when I first tested the burkini. First I tested it in my bathtub, I had to make 

sure it worked. Then I had to test it by diving in it, so I went to the local pool to test that 

the headband would stay put, so I went to Roselands Pool, and I remember that 

everyone was staring at me – what was I wearing? I went right to the end of the pool 

and got on the diving board and dived in. The headband stayed in place, and I thought, 

beauty! Perfect! 

 

It was my first time swimming in public and it was absolutely beautiful. I remember the 

feeling so clearly. I felt freedom, I felt empowerment, I felt like I owned the pool. I 

walked to the end of that pool with my shoulders back.  

 

Diving into water is one of the best feelings in the world. And you know what? I wear a 

bikini under my burkini. I’ve got the best of both worlds. 

 

RUSSIA: Mufti of the North Caucasus for circumcision of 
all Russian women 

Interfax Religion (17.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2beUGHu - Chairman of the Coordinating 

Center of Muslims of the North Caucasus Ismail Berdiyev speaks for women's 

circumcision.  

 

"It is necessary to make circumcision to all women to reduce lechery, to reduce 

sexuality," the mufti told an Interfax-Religion correspondent on Wednesday.  

 

He pointed out that the circumcision is practiced in some towns and villages in Dagestan.  

 

According to Berdiyev, Islam does not oblige to make circumcision to women.  

 

"But it is necessary to reduce women's sexuality. And if it is applied to all women, it will 

be very good. The Almighty created a woman to give birth to children, to bring them up. 

And it (circumcision - IF) has nothing to do with it. It does not prevent women from 

birth-giving. But it will reduce lechery," the interviewee of the agency resumed. 

 

Circumcision of women will not solve the problem, spiritual life should be 

intensified, official of Russia's Jewish community believes 

 

Interfax Religion (18.08.2016) - http://bit.ly/2c2pvk3 - The Federation of Jewish 

Communities of Russia official believes that female circumcision will not solve the 

problem of lechery, but accepts the problem of growing immorality in society.  

 

"On one hand, I understand it (discussion on the topic of women's circumcision) - IF, I 

mean I understand a person, who reflects how to oppose immorality, lechery in society. 

Great number of temptations surrounds a believer. They are temptations for a believer, 

http://bit.ly/2beUGHu
http://bit.ly/2c2pvk3


for non-believer it is just reality," head of the FJCR public relations Boruch Gorin told 

Interfax-Religion. 

 

Thus, he commented on the words of chairman of the Coordinating Center of Muslims of 

the North Caucasus Ismail Berdiyev, who believes it is necessary to reduce sexuality of 

the society, and if circumcision is applied to all women, "it will be very good," as 

according to the mufti, God created a woman for birth-giving, and circumcision "has 

nothing to do with it." 

 

According to Gorin, there are two ways: one way is to try eliminate temptations, the 

other way is to strengthen your spiritual life, "so that it won't be a temptation for you." 

 

"It can compared to alpinism: people are climbing up to the top of the mountain. If the 

task is to reach the top, you can get there by a helicopter. But people do not want to go 

there by helicopters. It is not about the aim, it is about efforts. And these attempts 

legally or in some other way to eliminate temptations, seem to me as this helicopter 

platform on the top of the mountain. Many totalitarian theocracies try to achieve it, and 

we see that they do not succeed in it, at a certain stage people start rolling down and 

die," Gorin said. 

 
HRWF statement on FGM in response to call for circumcision of women of Mufti 

of the North Caucasus 

 

HRWF (23.08.2016) The circumcision of women, more commonly referred to as female 

genital mutilation (FGM), has been condemned and classified as a violation of human 

rights, as well as a grave health risk, by the World Health Organization (WHO), the Office 

of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), the  Joint United 

Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP), the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA), the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 

the United Nations Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF), and the United Nations 

Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) (1), along with countless other NGO’s and civil 

society organization working to end this barbaric phenomenon. 

In addition to the health risks, the rational put forward by Mufti Ismail Berdiyev, that 

women were put on earth for child-rearing and that they should be mutilated to curb 

their sexuality, plays into the antiquated and deluded trope of woman as mother/sexual 

temptress.  This has the sole purpose of promulgating the repression women. Women are 

human beings with the full spectrum of rights that men have, and are not mere objects 

to be used solely for the procreation of the human race. 

There is also no religious basis for FGM and any attempt to justify the act of mutilating a 

woman’s genitals in the name of religion (or any other reason) is unfounded. 

 

TANZANIA: Tales of a child bride: 'My father sold me for 

12 cows' 

When she was 12, Grace was abducted and then raped and beaten every day for 

11 months. 

 

By Marc Ellison 

 

Al Jazeera (12.07.2016) - http://bit.ly/29BgHwm - So common are the practices of 

abduction, rape and forced marriage of girls in northern Tanzania that a single word is 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw52/statements_missions/Interagency_Statement_on_Eliminating_FGM.pdf
http://bit.ly/29BgHwm


used to encapsulate them all: kupura. It is a word used by people from the Sukuma tribe 

to describe the snatching of girls in broad daylight as they walk to school; a three-

syllabled euphemism that downplays their long-term physical and sexual abuse. 

 

And yet here in the region of Shinyanga, the practice of kupura is validated by the oft-

recited motto of Sukuma men: alcohol, meat and vagina. 

 

"This slogan is in their blood and a way of life," says Revocatus Itendelebanya. "These 

are the three things they feel entitled to as men." 

 

Itendelebanya, the legal and gender officer for the local NGO, Agape, says this sense of 

entitlement, in what is a perennially patriarchal society, also explains why passers-by 

don't intervene when they witness an abduction. 

 

"When a Sukuma man is attracted to a girl he will start asking people where she lives, 

and what her routine is," explains Itendelebanya. 

 

"Once he finds out these details he might wait for her near the borehole - or whatever he 

thinks is the best place to get that girl - and then grab her." 

 

Kupura is so prevalent in the region that when a girl disappears, her parents will suspect 

what has happened. But rather than calling the police, they will seek the man out not to 

rescue their child, but to negotiate the dowry - or bride price - in cattle. 

 

Cash cows 

 

For daughters are sadly seen as a short-term investment for poor, rural households - 

cash cows that can boost a family's financial position at the expense of a girl's schooling 

and wellbeing. 

 

Such is the value placed on a girl's head that Itendelebanya says parents will take their 

daughters to a witch-doctor if they are not attracting any suitors. 

 

The ensuing samba ritual involves cutting cruciform nicks into the girl's chest and hands 

with a razor to not only help cleanse her of her bad luck, but to make her more attractive 

to older men. 

 

And if ever there was a poster child to highlight the pernicious effects of child marriage, 

it's Grace Masanja. 

 

"Bitterness still fills my heart when I look at them," she says, pointing at the cows 

grazing at the rear of her family's compound. For Grace they are a daily reminder of how 

she was treated like cattle, a commodity to be bought and sold. 

 

"But given what I went through, I sometimes wish I had been born a cow," she whispers. 

 

Her father had bartered a dozen cattle for his daughter but, despite daily beatings with 

sticks and her father's belt, she still refused to marry the older man. 

 

But a deal had been made; a dowry had been paid. 

 

And so it was that Grace was abducted on motorbike by her betrothed early one morning 

- all with the complicity of her father. 

 

That night, and every day for the next 11 months, she was raped and beaten. 

 

She was only 12. 



 

"That day felt like the end of everything," Grace recalls, glancing again at the cattle. 

 

A country of contradictions 

 

When it comes to child marriage, Tanzania was until very recently a country of 

contradictions. 

 

The 1971 Marriage Act set the minimum age of marriage for girls at 15 with parental 

consent - but a girl of 14 could wed where judicial approval was given. 

 

And while the 2009 Child Act did not expressly outlaw child marriage, it did define a child 

as a person under the age of 18, stating that a parent should "protect the child from 

neglect, discrimination, violence, abuse, exposure to physical and moral hazards and 

oppression". 

 

This contradictory legal Venn diagram was further obfuscated by the Local Customary 

Law of 1963, which allowed Tanzania's many ethnic groups to adhere to their customs 

and traditions. 

 

The Tanzanian government had long made noises about a constitutional review process 

to address these conflicting laws, but last year's presidential election campaign, in 

addition to a lack of consensus in community surveys, had served to stall any political 

momentum on the issue. 

 

Only in July 2016 did the government finally ban child marriage outright - but will it 

actually make a difference? 

 

Female genital mutilation was outlawed in Tanzania in 1998, and yet a 2010 government 

survey found that in remote parts of the Mara region, more than 40 percent of girls and 

women had been cut. 

 

While it is true that Tanzania does not rank among the countries with the highest rates of 

child marriage, with four out of 10 girls being married before their 18th birthdays, it 

seems to be a problem that is not going away. 

 

And this national average masks more disturbing regional trends in the vast East African 

country. 

 

In the Shinyanga region, more than 59 percent of girls like Grace - some of them as 

young as nine - are forced into child marriages. 

 

Police corruption 

 

Itendelebanya believes that the actual figure is concealed by the remoteness of many 

rural communities, as well as widespread reports of corrupt police and court officials 

burying cases in return for bribes by family members. 

 

The legal and gender officer says there have been cases of police being paid to ignore 

some early marriages in villages, to lose crucial evidence, and to even help forge the 

incriminating birth certificates of child brides. 

 

"Police entertain corruption because they benefit from it," claims Itendelebanya. "And 

police see NGOs like Agape as preventing the flow of money into their pockets." 

 

But Superintendent Pili Simon Misungwi, who heads the gender desk at the Shinyanga 

district police station, dismisses any claims of wrongdoing by her staff. 



 

In 2008, the Tanzanian government requested that every police station have such a 

specialist unit, with trained personnel who could handle cases of gender-based violence 

and child abuse across the country. 

 

"I can't deny that corruption does exist because it's mostly done in private," she says. 

"But I also can't say that 100 percent of all cases are delayed because of corruption." 

 

"For example, the poverty-stricken parents of a victim may accept financial 

compensation from the perpetrator's family, which would lead to the adjournment of a 

case." 

 

Misungwi says it's also not uncommon for a child bride's parents to scupper 

investigations. 

 

"A girl's parents may be offered two, three or five cows by the husband's family to derail 

the case," she says. "And because life is hard for these people, they often take the 

money. 

 

"The police may think the family is cooperating with them, but then when the time comes 

to testify they tell us the girl is sick, in another village, or even dead." 

 

Misungwi stresses that her officers were hired because of their high moral standing, and 

then provided with the necessary training. 

 

"And we provide people with a confidential environment where they can have a one-on-

one conversation in private rooms where others cannot listen," she adds. 

 

But what the superintendent says, and what actually happens in her absence, appear to 

be two different things. 

 

Before Misungwi arrives at the station, a young mother sits in the main office as she tells 

a police officer about the regular sexual assaults she endures at the hands of her 

husband - the private rooms sit empty. 

 

The officer takes no notes, his attention not on the mother, but on the Nigerian soap 

opera blasting from the television set in the corner of the room. 

 

Other staff members sit nearby, staring into space, periodically checking their phones for 

text messages. 

 

Meanwhile incidents related to child marriage have doubled over the past two years. 

 

When staff compile a list of these they do not use the Swahili terms, instead opting for 

the English equivalents, to mitigate the shocking nature of the crimes. 

 

Kubaka is replaced with rape, kulawiti is replaced with sodomy, kumpa mimba 

mwanafunzi is replaced with child pregnancy. 

 

And Misungwi says it is the lack of police resources, rather than corruption, that has 

contributed to the prevalence of child marriage in the region. 

 

"When the government is giving budgets to ministries like Home Affairs, they don't have 

a separate pot of money for the police gender desk," she says. 

 



As a result, her unit has to rely on using one of the station's three vehicles to reach 

remote villages where child marriages have been reported to them - but these are often 

already being used for routine police business. 

 

"And the witnesses may live very far in the villages and can't afford to come to town to 

do a follow-up interview," says Misungwi. "As a result we often can't reach a conclusion 

on a case." 

 

The curious case of Agnes Dotto 

 

"There can be no secrets in the villages." So says Paulo Kuyi, who is fighting the ground 

war against child marriage in the nearby town of Muchambi. 

 

The 53-year-old activist acts as a primitive early warning system for the NGO Agape, 

which in turn tips off the local police force. 

 

Last September, it was the sudden appearance of 16 cows in a family's compound that 

triggered alarm bells for Kuyi. And he knew the poor family had a 13-year-old daughter, 

Agnes Dotto. 

 

"When a dowry has been paid a feast is arranged before the wedding," Kuyi explains. 

"The family now has cows coming into their clan and they want to celebrate and invite 

other villagers." 

 

Ten days later, thanks to Kuyi's regular updates by phone, police and Agape staff raided 

the wedding ceremony. 

 

The husband-to-be was arrested and taken to the local police station in Maganzo, where 

he should have remained until his case went to trial. 

 

The next day the man walked free; neither he nor Agnes has been seen since. 

 

Kuyi says that he saw a Maganzo police officer leaving a late-night meeting with village 

leaders. 

 

"These leaders were paid by Agnes' parents to help arrange the marriage," he claims. "It 

was because of that complicity they paid a police officer to release the perpetrator." 

 

These are the "meanders" - as Itendelebanya euphemistically calls them - that child 

marriage cases take on their way to the courts. 

 

Three months on, the police tell the legal officer that they are no closer to finding Agnes 

or the man. 

 

Assistant Superintendent Meshack Sumuni says the village leaders and the girl's parents 

have refused to cooperate. 

 

"And we don't have the resources to be more proactive in our investigations," he says. 

"The Tanzanian government provides no specific budget for gender-desk teams, which 

means we often rely on NGOs for assistance." 

 

The lack of police resources is felt even more keenly here than in Shinyanga. 

 

Roads are regularly washed out in the rainy season, the unit has no dedicated car pool of 

its own, and their office is bereft of furniture or computer equipment and has a leaking 

roof, which in the past has led to important legal documents being damaged. 

 



"So the gender desk staff feel like they have been given this role as a punishment," says 

Sumuni. "So this in turn affects their motivation to chase down reports of child marriage 

and related cases of abuse." 

 

Back in the village, where there can be no secrets, it is common knowledge that Kuyi is 

the one reporting cases of child marriage to the police. 

 

Resentful of the potential loss of income that marrying off their daughters can generate, 

villagers have threatened to lock the activist in his hut and burn it down. 

 

Kuyi says that he doesn't care; he is an old man and he has nothing left to fear. 

 

But what worries him are what advances in technology mean for future child marriages 

going undetected by him. 

 

 

He has heard rumours that a dowry has already been paid for Agnes' sister - but by 

mobile money transfer, and not cattle. 

 

This shift from the traditional, physical form of payment means Kuyi can no longer be 

visually tipped off about an impending marriage. 

 

"Many other activists are now reluctant to report cases to the police," Kuyi says. "They've 

been intimidated by death threats, or demoralised when they see only a few cases 

actually go to court." 

 

Picking up the pieces 

 

Only through death has Grace Masanja clawed back something resembling a life. 

 

After physically and sexually abusing her for 11 months, her husband was killed in a 

motorbike accident. 

 

Grace, now 13, was filled not with joy, but sorrow. 

 

The man who had raped and beaten her for the better part of a year was dead - but she 

now has a child to take care of, and no income. 

 

Grace and her child Mathias are at her family's home, where she and her father live out 

an uneasy truce. 

 

After hearing an announcement on the radio, she applied to enrol on one of Agape's 

vocational skills courses. Each year, the organisation provides dozens of girls with an 

opportunity to learn a trade so that they can become breadwinners in their own right. 

 

The majority of the girls opt for tailoring classes, but others want to take the courses in 

welding and electrical engineering - professions that challenge the patriarchal and 

gendered stereotypes so ingrained in Tanzania's communities. 

 

It is also hoped that the lure of this additional income will lessen the short-term appeal of 

a dowry to parents. 

 

Grace's father, Kurwa Masanja, says that he now regrets what he did to his daughter. 

 

"It was Sukuma tradition that forced me to have Grace married when she finished 

primary school," says Kurwa. "When she came back I apologised, and I hope now that 

we can slowly become father and daughter again. 



 

"I cannot repeat this mistake because when Grace came back, she told us what had 

happened to her." 

 

But Grace has her doubts, and fears for her four-year-old sister Birha. 

 

"My father has only six of the cows left from my dowry," she says. "He sold the others to 

build a second home." 

 

"What do you think he will do when the others have gone, and he is poor again?" 

 

TANZANIA: You’ll now get 30 years in prison if you marry 
a child in Tanzania 

By Joe McCarthy 

 

Global Citizen (05.07.2016) - http://glblctzn.me/29kJRPN - Tanzania has just taken a 

huge step toward eliminating child marriage. Now, a man who marries or impregnates a 

school-age girl faces up to 30 years in prison. 

Sex with underage girls was already a criminal offense, but previously girls as young as 

14 could be married if her parents or a court approved. "Unfortunately, loopholes still 

remain and girls can still get married off at 15 with parental consent or at 14 under court 

order if special circumstances exist. These loopholes significantly weaken the new law. 

However, this latest effort signals that the government is heading in the right direction 

and may remove these contradictions in the future.* 

It also follows on the heels of the government expanding free primary and secondary 

education for all children, with a special emphasis on girls. 

The latest attempt to tackle child marriage is being framed as a complement to that 

policy — keeping young girls from getting married means they’ll actually be able to take 

advantage of that free education. To maximize attendance, the government intends to 

punish parents who fail to keep their kids in school.  

The threat of jail time will no doubt act as a strong deterrent, but it doesn’t fully address 

the problem of child marriage. The new law is dependent on schools notifying officials if a 

girl becomes married or pregnant. But most child marriage occurs informally with 

community assent, outside the view of law enforcement, which may discourage 

informants. In some communities, child marriage is an accepted tradition. In others, 

parents need money and sell their daughters to prospective husbands. In all cases, it 

may be hard for teachers to fully assess a girl’s situation. 

It's important that protections against child marriage are on the books across the board, 

and that the government reform current inconsistencies/contradictions. The Law of 

Marriage Act which we are campaigning around still allows girls to legally marry at 15 

with parental consent, which obviously creates loopholes in the legal system. 

Child marriage doesn’t affect men and women equally. In the vast majority of cases, 

child marriage means an older man marries a young girl. 

It means a girl is pulled from school and denied an education; a girl becomes pregnant 

when her body isn’t ready and faces potentially fatal consequences as a result; a girl is 

http://glblctzn.me/29kJRPN


shut off from the world of opportunity; a girl is more likely to contract STDs; and a girl is 

more likely to experience domestic violence. 

It’s something that contributes greatly to gender inequalities around the world. 

15 million girls are married off as children every year around the world. 

Tanzania has one of the highest rates of teen pregnancy, with 21 percent of girls aged 15 

to 19 having given birth. 

But the country has also shown a willingness to tackle this issue head-on. Situating the 

problem within the context of education is also an ingenious way to both acknowledge 

and cut through the web of barriers that oppress girls and limit their potential. 

It also helps keep the eyes of society on the larger prize: educating girls. Because when 

girls get educated, the benefits are endless. 

As the attorney general George Masaju told the parliament, “We are aiming to create a 

better environment for our school girls to finish their studies without any barriers.” 

 

SAUDI ARABIA: Here’s why Saudi Arabia is loosening its 
restrictions on women 

By Yu-Ming Liou and Paul Musgrave 
 

The Washington Post (27.06.2016) - http://wapo.st/29J7KSI - Why is Saudi Arabia — a 

highly conservative state where very little changes — suddenly embracing various kinds 

of reform, including loosening its repressive gender policies? 

Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman has launched a media offensive to 

sell Vision 2030, whichBloomberg BusinessWeek called “the $2 trillion project to get 

Saudi Arabia’s economy off oil.” At the same time, the monarchy is loosening restrictions 

on social policy. The religious police have been stripped of the power to arrest. In 

December, Saudi women cast their first-ever votes. Last month, the Justice 

Ministryannounced that women would be allowed to view their marriage contracts. And 

the deputy crown prince has hinted that women may soon formally be granted the right 

to drive. 

Conventional wisdom says Vision 2030 is driven by low oil prices and soaring military 

expenditures caused by Saudi Arabia’s war in Yemen. The moves to liberalize Saudi 

society, by contrast, are often explained as springing from generational turnover or a 

gradual evolution in social attitudes. 

Separating fiscal and social policies in that way, however, overlooks how the kingdom’s 

finances and its policies toward women are linked. 

In a forthcoming article in  International Studies Quarterly, we argue that autocrats in 

oil-rich states strike bargains with important societal interest groups. Rulers impose 

repressive social policies to secure the backing of key groups — as the Saudi royal family 

has done with the Wahhabist religious authorities. If those social policies are being 

withdrawn, it means that the monarchy is trying to rewrite that bargain. 

How Saudi Arabia restricts women’s rights — even though doing so is unpopular 
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http://www.agsiw.org/vision-2030-saudi-arabia-beyond-oil/
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2016-04-21/the-2-trillion-project-to-get-saudi-arabia-s-economy-off-oil
http://www.albawaba.com/news/why-now-saudis-morality-police-robbed-their-powers-torment-people-830560
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/saudi-women-vote-for-the-first-time/2015/12/12/9ad0b898-9ad0-11e5-aca6-1ae3be6f06d2_story.html
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/03/saudi-arabia-gives-women-the-right-to-a-copy-of-their-marriage-contract
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/04/22/could-this-saudi-prince-help-end-the-ban-on-women-driving/?tid=sm_fb
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/04/22/could-this-saudi-prince-help-end-the-ban-on-women-driving/?tid=sm_fb
https://hbr.org/2016/05/saudi-arabias-new-economic-reforms-a-concise-explainer
http://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/saudi-military/
http://isq.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2016/06/11/isq.sqw021


Recent reforms to Saudi social policy may seem small, but they are important in the 

context of Saudi Arabia’s many harsh and restrictive social policies. Such restrictions 

touch almost every aspect of Saudi life. Some are reported in the West as frivolous 

examples of Saudi strangeness, like when a cleric issued a fatwa against snowmen. More 

seriously, the kingdom enforces harsh constraints on women (see, for instance, the 

Week’s list of “eleven things women in Saudi Arabia cannot do”). 

Observers often describe these policies as reflecting the country’s religious heritage. But 

that’s not quite right. 

As Madawi al-Rasheed and others have argued, for many Saudi subjects these policies 

represent a radical, state-sponsored program aimed at transforming their culture. Many 

restrictive Saudi social policies derive from specific religious traditions that originated 

in the Najd region, the center of the Arabian Peninsula and the heartland of the royal 

house. Those policies have been imposed on other, more cosmopolitan regions of the 

country (such as the Red Sea and Persian Gulf coasts), requiring major changes such 

as rebuilding vast parts of cities like Mecca. These policies aim to enforce not only 

Hanbali-Wahhabi religious orthodoxy but also prescribed uniformity in behavior, 

what Nabil Mouline calls “orthopraxy.” 

Moreover, there is little evidence that a conservative Saudi public has demanded these 

policies, which can be quite controversial. True, many Saudi women support at least 

some of these restrictions, but many would also like much greater autonomy than they 

currently possess. Indeed, public opinion surveys show that Saudis hold similar views as 

citizens of other Muslim-majority countries that adopt far less restrictive policies toward 

women. 

Measuring the Wahhabists’ influence by looking at whether women can work 

in lingerie shops 

One recent debate over whether women could work in lingerie shops illustrates the divide 

between the kingdom’s women and the religious establishment. Religious authorities 

argued against letting women work in these stores, insisting that it gave them too much 

independence and power. But, as a result, the stores had to be staffed by foreign male 

workers — which many Saudi women saw as both immodest and economically 

threatening. 

The monarchy issued royal decrees directing the Labor Ministry to insist that the lingerie 

shops’ foreign male sales clerks be replaced by Saudi women. When women took those 

jobs, however, the religious police harassed and threatened them. The kingdom’s 

highest-ranking cleric, Grand Mufti Sheik Abdulaziz al-Sheik, called the policy “a crime 

and disrespectful.” And when the labor minister refused to rescind the policy, a group of 

leading clerics threatened to pray that he develop cancer (like his predecessor). 

Many Saudis are unhappy with the gender restrictions in part because they’re so costly. 

They don’t just constrict women’s lives, they also force Saudi families to pay billions of 

dollars (or, rather, riyals) every year — and impose costs on Saudi society as a whole. 

For instance, at the personal level, because women can’t drive, many Saudi families have 

to employ a driver, requiring them to hire foreign workers instead. At the macro level, 

because women can’t work, much of the kingdom’s labor force is idle, which may reduce 

per capita GDP by up to 38 percent. 

 

Saudi social policies are the regime’s survival strategies — because they “pay off” 

powerful interest groups 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/five-things-that-saudi-arabian-women-still-cannot-do-a6765666.html
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Using government funds to regulate women’s lives isn’t very popular, isn’t very 

traditional and is tremendously expensive. So why do Saudi rulers pursue such inefficient 

policies? 

Because of the bargain that the Saudi state makes to trade oil revenue for the support of 

politically powerful groups. This bargain comes at the expense of women’s economic, 

social and political development. (This theory builds on earlier work by UCLA professor 

Michael Ross, summarized here by Chris Blattman.) 

Like the other oil-rich governments of the region, the Saudi regime rests on two 

simultaneous bargains. 

The first is between the government and the population at large. In exchange for giving 

up formal representation in their government, Saudi citizens get a raft of state-

subsidized goods, ranging from housing to health care to subsidized gasoline. It’s the 

inverse of the U.S. Revolutionary War rallying cry of “no taxation without 

representation.” In democracies, representation brings taxation. In rentier states, 

freedom from taxation — and the presence of subsidies — buys acceptance of a lack of 

representation. That’s one reason Saudi subjects pay no income tax. 

The second bargain connects rulers and other powerful interest groups. Rulers want to 

remain in office as long as possible, both because they receive large sums from staying 

in office through stipends, forced loans and other forms of corruption, and because losing 

office would mean exile or death. Such were the fates of other monarchs of oil-rich 

Middle Eastern countries: The last Iraqi king was killed, along with his family, in a 1958 

revolution, while the shah of Iran died in exile in Cairo. 

For their part, powerful interest groups want as large a share of the oil revenue as 

possible. Rulers know that if these groups withhold support for the government, a 

successful coup might result. If potential rebels offered them a larger piece of the pie 

than the incumbent, such a coup might be profitable for them. To buy their loyalty, oil-

rich governments make sure that powerful businessmen, the military and intelligence 

services, and (especially in Saudi Arabia) religious authorities receive constant and large 

payouts from oil revenue. 

Many agree that the astonishing political stability of the oil-rich Arab monarchies stems 

from these bargains. We think, however, that this picture overlooks one big thing: Some 

elite groups demand policy changes in addition to extracting money from the 

incumbents. 

In Saudi Arabia, the regime’s response to such non-monetary demands includes 

supporting religious education, hiring religious police, the international export of Wahhabi 

beliefs, and imposing strictly monitored behavior codes based on gender. Saudi Arabia is 

not the only nation to make such a bargain. Iran and some other oil-rich Arab states 

display similar tendencies. To be sure, Saudi Arabia is an outlier in how closely religion 

and the state are integrated, as well as in the vast amounts of its oil revenue, which 

OPEC puts at $285 billion. 

Lower oil prices mean that Saudi Arabia can no longer “afford” its strict social policies 

This system worked as long as the monarchy could underwrite both bargains. When oil 

prices were high, rulers could afford to provide costly policies to satisfy ideological 

interest groups — such as idling half of the workforce and imposing costs on families — 

while also tossing out the largesse of subsidies and social benefits to maintain the first 

bargain with the people as a whole. 



Now oil prices are expected to remain low for years. And so the monarchy can’t afford to 

keep paying for both bargains. 

In other words, just like Vision 2030, changing Saudi policies toward women and society 

spring from fiscal challenges, not moral evolution. And that suggests the Saudi monarchy 

faces tough times politically. It’s tricky to take benefits away from groups that have 

become used to demanding and getting what they want. Rewriting the basic bargains 

that underpin the regime carries the obvious risk that another potential regime might 

offer better deals — and take power. 

Those factors are why even tentative and limited reforms change the relationship 

between the monarchy and the religious establishment. An accretion of seemingly trivial 

changes, such as enabling movie theaters to return to Saudi Arabia, may add up to the 

Saudi version of perestroika. But, as Tocqueville wrote and the Soviets learned, the most 

dangerous moment for an authoritarian regime is when it starts to reform. 

 

UK: Imams rally against domestic violence in the UK 

Imams and social groups have begun providing services for Muslims in the UK 

to help put an end to domestic violence. 

 

By Philippa H. Stewart 

 

Al Jazeera (18.06.2016) - http://bit.ly/28KclRT - Two women are killed each week as a 

result of domestic violence in England and Wales, and one in four women will experience 

domestic violence in their lifetime. 

 

On average, police in the UK handle a call about domestic violence every minute, but 

only about 35 percent of incidents are even reported. 

 

It is a problem that affects every community in the United Kingdom. 

 

Now, several organisations within Britain's Muslim community have started to tackle the 

cases of domestic abuse occuring within their communities, arguing that Muslim victims 

sometimes require support services that take their cultural and religious concerns into 

consideration.  

 

Although rights groups emphasise that domestic abuse is not specifically a Muslim issue, 

"understanding the cultural needs and religious needs of the person," encourage victims 

to come forward, help deal with trauma, and find solutions said Shahida Rahman, a 

spokeswoman for the domestic violence charity Nour. 

 

Deeper issues in domestic violence 

 

On Nour's website, victims share their stories anonymously. One woman describes being 

spat and screamed at. Another speaks about watching her father abusing her mother, 

and finally being forced into an abusive marriage herself. A third mentions lying to 

doctors about how she broke her ribs and how her eyes were blackened. 

 

Founded in 2011, the charity offers a voice  to women and men and helps about 10 

people each week. Some are repeat visitors. 

 

The current figures are an increase from a total of 89 in 2011, when the charity first 

opened its doors, and 227 the following year. Figures for subsequent years were more 
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difficult to obtain as Nour has had to suspend its services from time to time due to a lack 

of funding. 

 

Rahman puts the increase down to a greater willingness to talk about domestic violence 

rather than a rise in cases. 

 

"More people are having the courage to come forward... We need to educate people and 

say that they can come forward and that help is available." 

 

"I think it is down to education," Rahman adds. "It is about educating the perpetrators." 

 

The victims aren't only women, she says, but cultural expectations often stop men from 

reporting the abuse they suffer. 

 

"We need to reach out to these people and tell them it is not their fault," she says. 

 

Nour is not alone in its work. Several other organisations have also begun to tackle 

domestic violence. 

 

According to the Muslim Women's Network (MWN), cultural and religious issues can make 

it harder for Muslim women to share their stories and report their abuse. 

 

According to the group, fear of dishonouring the family and the stigma attached to 

domestic violence means it is under-reported in the Muslim community. 

 

In January last year, the network set up a helpline designed to give Muslim women 

advice. 

 

Shaista Gohir, the network's chairwoman, told Al Jazeera that the group was surprised by 

the vast range of issues women called in with, including domestic abuse, forced marriage 

and addiction. 

 

Gohir explains that in cases of domestic abuse, religion was often used as a means of 

justifying the actions of the abuser. 

 

The helpline has actively assisted 335 women since it opened last January. 

 

The MWN has been criticised for bringing religion in to what many see as a cultural issue, 

but Gohir argues it is impossible to separate the two so distinctly. 

 

"When people try to delink the two, they aren't being realistic. It's very well doing it 

theoretically, but in reality, you need to look at the lived experiences of Muslim women 

and girls and, unfortunately, people do bring faith into it. 

 

"If men want to control the lives, minds and bodies of ... women and girls, they will use 

every tool available to them, and if need be, they will use religion … [because] it is such 

a powerful tool," Gohir says. 

 

Imams Against Domestic Abuse 

 

Imams Against Domestic Abuse (IADA) is trying to address this. 

 

It was set up to raise awareness of the dangers of domestic violence and also to "clarify 

stereotypes on domestic abuse that people have", both in terms of the victims and the 

perpetrators. 

 



It is taking these lessons directly to men in the community in a bid to prevent domestic 

abuse, rather than just focusing on those who are already victims. 

 

Abdullah Hasan, the cofounder of IADA, believes domestic abuse is present in all 

communities and that everyone has to take responsibility for tackling it. 

 

"There are a lot of misconceptions surrounding Islam and domestic violence. People who 

aren't Muslims think Islam condones violence against women and that is simply not the 

case. 

 

"When someone who happens to be a Muslim is convicted of abuse, it becomes about his 

religion; but in other cases that are not to do with Islam, religion is never mentioned. So 

in the eyes of the media, it is a Muslim problem, which isn't the case," he says. 

 

"What we are doing is raising awareness and educating people in the Muslim community 

that violence and abuse are not acceptable in any circumstances." 

 

Members of IADA use their Friday sermons to address domestic violence as a way of 

reaching the wider community, reminding people that the Prophet Muhammad never 

raised a hand to his wives, and asking them how they could justify doing any differently. 

 

"The fact is that domestic violence is a blight on society. It is a mental and social illness 

that goes through every part of society and it is important that we address it in the part 

of the community that we can access," Hasan explains. 

 

"We do get criticised because people think that by talking about the issue, it is almost 

confirming the negative portrayal of Muslims and Islam.  [But] Islam is not the problem; 

the problem is that abusers will use anything they can to justify what they do." 

 

"We can't ignore it and brush it under the carpet and say it is this community or this 

person's problem," he adds. 

 

For groups like MWN, part of their role is to explain different interpretations of Quranic 

passages, which Gohir says can give women the confidence they need to speak out about 

abuse. 

 

Language and cultural barriers 

 

IADA also gives practical advice to those suffering abuse and is working with the police to 

help build the community's trust in them. 

 

Hasan says language and cultural barriers can add to the mistrust some feel towards the 

police. 

 

The imams are trying to bridge that gap as victims feel assured that they don't have "an 

agenda to misconstrue the teachings of Islam". 

 

Hasan notes that the police are getting better at providing support. 

 

"I think the more we speak about things publicly the more people will be able to 

empathise, rather than just sympathise, with victims," he says. 

 

"The whole of society needs to come together to tackle these issues." 

 



ISRAEL: Israeli court tells city to remove religiously 
inspired signs directing women to wear modest clothes 

Religion Clause (20.06.2016) - http://bit.ly/28Qf7HH - In Israel yesterday, the Jerusalem 

District Court ordered the mayor of the city of Beit Shemesh to remove signs posted 

around the city by ultra-Orthodox Jews instructing women to wear long sleeves and long 

skirts. Other signs tell women to keep off sidewalks near synagogues and yeshivas where 

men congregate.  According to today's Haaretz, the suit seeking removal of the signs was 

filed three years ago on behalf of four Orthodox women who live in Beit Shemesh. They 

argue that the signs encourage violence and harassment against women who ignore 

them.  A Magistrate's Court ruled in the women's favor last year, but the city has ignored 

the ruling. So plaintiffs went to a higher court which has now given the city's mayor three 

weeks to remove the signs, and told the city to act more forcefully in the future to 

prevent new signs from going up. 

 

MOROCCO: In Morocco’s Atlas mountains, Berber girls 
find the way out of rural poverty: an education 

The remoteness of many villages meant that secondary school was not an 

option 

 

By Nicola Slawson 

 

The Guardian (19.06.2016) - http://bit.ly/1ZZb8uy - Deep in Morocco’s High Atlas 

mountains, in the hamlet of Tazalt, two girls are doing their laundry in stream water. 

Inside one of the small reddish-brown stone houses, Malika Boumessoud, 38, is serving 

sweet mint tea and looking at a photo of herself while shaking her head at how old she 

looks. 

 

In the next room, where five of her six children all sleep on two single mattresses on the 

floor, Boumessoud’s daughter Zahra, 19, is preparing to leave this classic scene of rural 

Moroccan life. She is a participant in a bold new experiment that could transform the 

lives of the girls and young women in the region: unlike the vast majority of her peers, 

Zahra is being granted an education. 

 

For the past seven years, she has lived in a boarding house run by a small Moroccan 

NGO, Education For All (EFA), in the town of Asni, 56 kilometres away. The house is a 

five-minute walk from the school she has attended during the week since the age of 12. 

In September, she hopes to go to university in Marrakech. Her mother, who married at 

16, is acutely aware of how different her daughter’s life could have been had Zahra 

finished school at 12, like most of the other girls in the valley. 

 

“I still wish I had gone to school,” says Malika. “Even after all these years of marriage 

and having all my children, I still regret not finishing my education. I don’t go out of the 

village, I just stay in the house day after day. I feel like a bird without any wings.”. 

 

In rural Morocco, her experience is far from rare. Illiteracy rates for rural women and 

girls remain as high as 90%. Girls, especially those in areas such as the High Atlas, are 

more likely to drop out after primary school. Only 26% of girls in rural areas enrol for 

secondary education, according to the World Bank. 

 

These problems disproportionately affect the Amazigh, commonly known as Berbers, the 

indigenous people of Morocco. While most Berbers adopted Islam and began speaking 

Arabic after the conquests of the seventh century, Berber culture and dialects of the 

http://bit.ly/28Qf7HH
http://bit.ly/1ZZb8uy


Tamazight language survived, especially in the High Atlas. At school, lessons are in 

Arabic, which for most Berber children is their second language, if they have it at all. 

Unsurprisingly, they do poorly compared with Arabic children. 

 

But in rural areas, it’s the distance to secondary schools that presents the biggest 

barrier, especially for girls. Khalid Chenguiti, education specialist at Unicef Morocco says: 

“Girls’ education, especially at secondary level, remains a challenge. There are many 

reasons for this, including the fact that schools are often poorly equipped with 

washrooms and sanitary facilitation, transportation is often difficult and, in some areas, 

girls are still required to support domestic tasks and face sociocultural barriers for 

completion of higher secondary education. These factors often disproportionately affect 

girls in rural areas.” 

 

Chenguiti explains why it’s a crucial problem to solve: “Providing girls with an education 

helps break the cycle of poverty: educated women are less likely to marry early and 

against their will; less likely to die in childbirth; more likely to have healthy babies; and 

are more likely to send their children to school.” 

 

EFA’s solution is to bring the girls to the schools, an approach which is beginning to 

change the lives of Berber girls in a way that could transform the region’s future. Their 

boarding houses, which are run solely by Berber women, provide accommodation, 

healthy food, support with homework and extra French and English lessons. On average, 

the pass rate for all academic years is 97%. 

 

Zahra bubbles with enthusiasm for the chance that has been handed to her: “At primary 

school, I really enjoyed studying but I knew there was little chance I would get to go to 

secondary school. When I was selected [by EFA], I was so happy. I was really nervous 

when I first got to the boarding house but I feel like I have found myself since being 

there. 

 

“I believe I will now have a good future and will be able to improve things for my family. 

My parents have been so supportive. They wanted me to have a better life than the one 

they have had. My first year of university will be very hard,” she says. “I’m sure, as it’s a 

very different life there, but I think it will be good for me.” 

 

In bustling Marrakech, which feels like a different planet in comparison to the mountain 

villages, Khadijah Ahedouami, 21, knows exactly how Zahra is feeling. Three years ago 

she was in the same position. She has no regrets, but it has been far from an easy road. 

 

“I actually failed my first year,” she says. “Coming to Marrakech and studying all these 

new subjects was a hard thing for me to do, especially because I had only just got used 

to learning in Arabic, but at university everything is in French. I also had to get used to 

living in the city which is so different.” 

 

The culture shock wasn’t the only thing she struggled with. Her mother had died while 

she was in upper secondary school and soon afterwards she lost her brother-in-law. “I 

had some family problems and my father had just remarried following the death of my 

mother. 

 

“Even though it was a year and a half after she died, my first year was the hardest time 

because I was living away from home. With everything going on, I thought ‘if I push 

myself with my studies, I’m going to lose my mind’, so I decided it was OK to take things 

slowly and repeat my first year.” 

 

Ahedouami was one of the 10 girls who went to live in Asni with EFA when the first house 

opened nine years ago. It was her mother who passionately wanted her to have an 



education because she had grown up in Casablanca, where it’s normal for girls to be in 

school. But they first had to persuade her father. 

 

She says: “My father agreed we could go to see the house and when we found it, he 

thought it seemed OK and liked Latifa, the house mother. He asked if I wanted to stay, 

and of course I said, yes. Studying is my purpose in life.” 

 

Khadijah is now not only the most educated girl in her village but the most educated in 

the whole valley. So respected is she that when she is home villagers come to her house 

to ask for advice on problems with their businesses or families. A lot of responsibility 

rests on her young shoulders. 

 

She says: “In my final year of school, I started to prepare my parents for the idea that I 

might go to university. By then, my parents trusted me but they only did because I 

earned it. During my years with EFA, I learned how to talk to people, how to spend my 

money, and how to stay respectable. And because other families look to me as an 

example when trying to decide whether to send their girls to school, I feel like I have to 

act very responsibly so they know education doesn’t make you go off the rails.” 

 

Maryk Stroosnijder, one of the founders of EFA, says: “I think it is quite hard for the first 

girls because others look up to them, but the attitudes are slowly changing. The first 

parents took a risk and now we have parents begging us to take their girls.” 

 

Nor is Stroosnijder surprised to hear about Zahra’s mother feeling like a bird without 

wings because, she says, many mothers feel the same. “But,” she adds, “they are giving 

their daughters wings.” 

 

EGYPT: Egyptian girl dies during banned female genital 
mutilation operation 

Authorities investigate after 17-year-old died under general anaesthetic in a 

private hospital, despite FGM being illegal in the country 

 

The Guardian (31.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/1Pel7v5 - Egyptian prosecutors are 

investigating the death of a teenage girl during a female genital mutilation operation at a 

private hospital. 

 

Mayar Mohamed Mousa, 17, died in a hospital in the province of Suez on Sunday while 

under full anaesthesia, said Lotfi Abdel-Samee, the local health ministry undersecretary. 

 

“This is something that the law has prohibited,” stressed Abdel-Samee. 

 

Despite the ban in 2008, female genital mutilation (FGM) is still widespread in Egypt, 

especially in rural areas. It is practised among Muslims as well as Egypt’s minority 

Christians. 

 

The law led to the first prison sentence against a doctor in Egypt in January 2015, with 

the girl’s father in that case given a three-month suspended sentence. 

 

On Sunday, Mousa’s sister had just undergone the operation before she was sent in for 

surgery. 

 

The girls’ mother is a nurse, while their late father was a surgeon. The operation was 

being carried out by a registered female doctor, according to Abdel-Samee. 

 

http://bit.ly/1Pel7v5


Authorities shut down the hospital on Monday after transferring patients to other 

hospitals as prosecutors questioned the hospital manager and medical staff involved in 

the operation, Abdel-Samee said. 

 

They have also spoken to the mother, a prosecution official said. 

 

The case was opened after a health inspector reported the circumstances of the girl’s 

death. 

 

Medical examiners have carried out an autopsy, and are due to report the cause of 

death, said Abdel-Samee. 

 

While 200 million women and girls worldwide have been subjected to the practise, there 

have been major strides in Egypt, as well as Liberia, Burkina Faso, and Kenya against 

FGM, according to Claudia Cappa, the lead author of a February UN children’s agency 

report on the issue. 

 

“The latest figures from the Egypt Demographic and Health Survey show that we’re 

winning,” the United Nations Development Programme said in a report last year. 

 

“Mothers’ attitudes are changing, too,” UNDP said. 

 

While 92% of mothers had undergone the procedure, only 35% of them “intend to 

circumcise their daughters,” according to the UNDP report. 

 

Victims of the procedure are left to cope with a range of consequences from bleeding and 

pain while urinating, extreme discomfort during sex, fatal complications in childbirth and 

deep psychological trauma. 

 

PAKISTAN: Who are the Pakistani group proposing to 
'lightly beat' women? 

A Pakistani group has come under fire for drafting a women's protection bill 

that suggests a husband can "lightly beat" his wife to keep her in line. What is 

this body and does it have any real power? The BBC's M Ilyas Khan explains. 

 

BBC (30.05.2016) - http://bbc.in/1XKuEvt -  

 

It is called the Council of Islamic Ideology 

 

Created by a military government in 1961, the Council of Islamic ideology (CII) is a 20-

member constitutional body that advises the government on religious aspects of the law 

and society - but its recommendations are not binding. 

The constitution says CII members should be "well-qualified". It specifies that the council 

should have at least two retired judges, four members with a minimum of of 15 years of 

experience in Islamic research and teaching, and that members should have an 

"understanding of the economic, political, legal or administrative problems of Pakistan". 

In practice though, this definition has been stretched to include men from religious 

pressure groups whose careers have been limited to administering or teaching in 

religious seminaries where contemporary knowledge is looked down upon. 

So many of the CII's proposals have not been taken seriously by leaders. 

http://bbc.in/1XKuEvt


The proposal to 'lightly beat' women 

No stranger to controversy, the CII has faced unprecedented criticism as a result of the 

draft women's protection bill. 

Portions of the draft leaked to the media recommend a husband should be allowed to 

"lightly" beat his wife if, among other things, she refuses to dress properly or turns down 

overtures for sexual intercourse. 

It also prohibits female nurses from taking care of male patients, and bans the presence 

of women in receptions held for visiting foreign dignitaries. 

Punjab Law Minister Rana Sanaullah rejected the proposals, saying: "Islam does not 

allow any violence, whether against women or children." 

Lawyer and human rights activist Asma Jahangir told Geo TV that the proposals 

amounted to "the humiliation of women". 

The independent Human Rights Commission of Pakistan termed the proposals 

"ridiculous", and recommended the abolition of the CII. 

So why did they come up with the recommendations? 

The CII proposals were a response to a women's protection law passed by the Punjab 

government in March. 

That law wanted to make it easier for female victims of domestic violence to report 

abuse, and introduced procedures to keep the perpetrator away from the victim until the 

dispute was resolved. 

The CII was opposed to the law, and declared it un-Islamic. 

The Punjab government has delayed enacting the law - even though the CII's rulings are 

not binding. 

The council has been issuing rulings for decades - with mixed results 

Pakistan Senator Farhatullah Babar says the group suggested, back in 1978, that the 

Pakistan flag carry the words "Allahu Akbar" (God is great). But nobody bothered to 

implement the ruling. 

In 1983, the CII ruled that political parties were contrary to the spirit of Islam, and that a 

presidential system was more Islamic than a parliamentary one. 

This suited the ruler at the time, General Zia, who then barred political parties from 

contesting elections in 1985. However, he stopped short of instituting a presidential 

system fearing wider political turmoil, 

In 1990s, the CII came up with another controversial ruling which successive 

governments have considered impractical. 

They declared monetary interest un-Islamic and suggested that it be replaced with a 

system of profit-sharing between banks and their depositors, by investing in businesses 

that are not run on interest-based loans. 



The ruling has not affected the banking system in Pakistan in any way except that 

interest is now called "mark-up" and some banks have set up separate desks of "Islamic 

banking" to cater to more "pious" depositors. 

But it has had some impact when it comes to family and society 

But while the CII has not been able to cut much ice with successive governments over matters of 
politics and finance, it has had more influence in matters concerning family life and social issues. 

In these areas, it has had the backing of some religious groups, as well as a sympathetic military. 

For example, in the mid-1970s, Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto's secular government 

was forced to comply with the CII's ruling to ban alcohol after religious groups resorted 

to street violence in support of the decree. 

The CII has also thrown its weight behind groups that have discouraged parliamentarians 

from amending Pakistan's controversial blasphemy law. 

It has also made other 'recommendations' for women 

In January, a parliamentary committee dropped proposed legislation to increase the 

country's minimum marriageable age from 16 to 18, after the CII declared the move un-

Islamic. 

The council has also been campaigning to lower the marriageable age to 12 and nine for 

males and females respectively, "provided there are visible signs of puberty". 

But successive governments have largely ignored that advice, so the minimum 

marriageable age in Pakistan has stayed at 16. 

 

KYRGYZSTAN: MPs say no to banning underage Islamic 
marriage 

Eurasianet.org (27.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/1VlPm4E - Lawmakers in Kyrgyzstan have 

provoked outrage in some quarters by rejecting proposals to change the criminal code 

that would have outlawed the religious consecration of marriage rites for minors. 

 

The phenomenon of the very young entering into marriages in Kyrgyzstan is not unusual. 

The National Statistics Commission estimates that 15 percent of married women between 

the ages of 25 and 49 sealed their nuptials before turning 18 — 1 percent did it under 

the age of 15. 

 

The changes to the law rejected by parliament on May 26 specifically related to religious 

marriage rites (nikah), as opposed to nuptials registered with the state. The legal age of 

marriage in Kyrgyzstan is 18, although that can be lowered by special dispensation.  

 

The broader ambition of the amendments proposed by Ata-Meken party deputy Aida 

Salyanova were to criminalize the forcible imposition of religious marriage rites before 

their official registration.  

 

“The religious consecration of marriages before registration with authorized bodies is a 

crude violation of human rights. It is inimical to development and substantially increases 

the likelihood of a woman becoming a victim of (domestic) violence,” Salyanova was 

cited as saying by Zanoza.kg in a report on parliament’s vote. 

 

http://bit.ly/1VlPm4E


By way of a regional comparison, Islamic authorities in neighboring Kazakhstan have as 

recently as last year issued orders for mosques to desist from performing religious 

marriage rites without a state-issued marriage certificate, but many have reportedly 

flouted that edict. 

 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child, a United Nations body that monitors 

implementation of international conventions protecting children’s interests, has in recent 

years voiced concern over what it termed “the widespread phenomena of child early and 

forced marriages” in Kyrgyzstan. That issue is often elided with the better-publicized 

practice of bride-kidnapping, which flourishes despite concerted awareness campaigns. 

 

In addition to being patently illegal, women and young girls forced into marriages or 

subjected to bride-kidnapping are at a high risk of committing suicide. 

 

Kidnapping and then forcing minors into marriages is already subject to penalties of up to 

seven years in jail, but the provision backed by Salyanova would have tightened this 

proscription further. 

 

Salyanova’s bill was supported by 44 MPs and opposed by 61. 

 

That vote provoked an enraged reaction from blogger Daniyar Aitman, who has waged an 

often lonely battle against the resurgence of conservative strains in Kyrgyz society. 

 

“It is no news that there are many pedophiles in Kyrgyzstan. The news is that there are 

many pedophiles in the Kyrgyzstan (political party) and in many other factions in 

parliament,” Aitman wrote in a column for Kloop.kg. “That much became clear after 

yesterday’s session of parliament when a majority of MPs voted down a bill that would 

have made it a crime to seal the nuptials of underage children.” 

 

GREECE: Why are women banned from Mount Athos? 

Russian President Vladimir Putin is visiting Mount Athos in Greece to mark the 

1,000-year presence of Russian Orthodox monks there. The Mount - actually a 

335 sq km (130 sq mile) peninsula - may be the largest area in the world from 

which women, and female animals, are banned. Andy Walker asks why the ban 

exists. 

 

BBC Magazine (27.05.2016) - http://bbc.in/1TSbP8e - If you want to visit Mount Athos 

the first step is to submit a copy of your passport to the Mount Athos Pilgrims' Bureau. 

Each day, 100 Orthodox and 10 non-Orthodox male pilgrims are admitted for a three-

night stay in one of the peninsula's 20 monasteries. 

Women will not be granted a permit and must stay behind as their male friends board 

the ferry at one of the two closest ports. 

Mount Athos has barred women for more than 1,000 years - they are not allowed within 

500m of the coast. 

According to Dr Graham Speake, author of Mount Athos: Renewal in Paradise, a 10th 

Century charter states that female animals are excluded but says nothing about women 

because "everyone knew that women were not allowed in men's monasteries". 

This was the simplest way, he says, to ensure celibacy. The thing that makes Athos 

different from other monasteries, he says, is that the whole peninsula "is regarded as 

one huge monastery". 

http://bbc.in/1TSbP8e


But there is also another reason for banning women, connected with Orthodox tradition. 

"One of the traditions is that the Virgin Mary was blown off course when she was trying 

to sail to Cyprus and landed on Mount Athos. And she liked it so much that she prayed to 

her son that she should be given it as her own and he agreed," says Speake. "It's still 

called 'the garden of the mother of God', dedicated to her glory, and she alone 

represents her sex on Mount Athos." 

This applies to both humans and domestic animals, except for cats. 

"There are a lot of cats around and it's probably a quite a good thing that there are 

because they are good mousers. They turn a blind eye, as it were, to the fact that there 

are female cats," says Speake. 

This means that dairy products and eggs have to be brought in from outside. 

"They eat very little dairy. There is a bit of cheese... they do quite like cheese in salads," 

says Speake. 

"They have eggs at Easter - hens' eggs which they paint red. That is absolutely standard. 

Again they have to import them as there are no chickens on the mountain." 

An exception has to be made for wild animals, which would be near-impossible to control. 

With boys, the policy has become more flexible over the years. 

"The rule is and always has been that men should be capable of growing a beard if they 

were going to go to Athos, and there was a prohibition against eunuchs and boys in the 

Byzantine period," says Speake. The fear was that a woman could pretend to be a boy or 

a eunuch in order to sneak in. 

"What happens nowadays is that boys frequently come if they're accompanied by an 

adult - usually their father - and I've seen boys as young as ten. And the monks are very 

indulgent towards them. They actually like having boys around. 

"So the answer is that yes, boys do come occasionally, but invariably when accompanied 

by an adult." 

Women have visited the peninsula, however, despite the ban. 

During the Greek Civil War, between 1946 and 1949, Mount Athos granted sanctuary to 

peasants' flocks, and women and girls were part of a raiding party which entered Athos in 

pursuit of the animals. 

And in 1953, the three-day visit of a Greek woman, Maria Poimenidou - who dressed as a 

man - caused Greece to pass a law which prohibits women from entering Athos, with a 

maximum penalty of 12 months' imprisonment for those who break it. 

More recently, in May 2008, four Moldovan women were dropped there by Ukrainian 

people smugglers. Police briefly detained them, but one officer said "they were forgiven" 

by the monks. 

This is President Putin's second visit to the Russian Orthodox monastery of Saint 

Panteleimon on Mount Athos. 



When he first visited in 2005 the majority of pilgrims were Greek. Now, Speake says, as 

many as half of the 40,000 yearly visitors are Russian, and the Russian monastery has 

room for 500 guests. 

 

SYRIA: Syrian women rise above differences and forge a 
statement of unity 

UN Women (23.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/27TRrd8 - In an effort to build consensus to end 

the Syrian crisis, a diverse group of over 130 Syrian women political and civil society 

activists met in Beirut, Lebanon from 20-22 May and forged a statement of unity, 

overcoming significant political divides. 

The group met for a conference entitled “Syrian Women Peacemakers”, building on three 

years of UN Women’s advocacy and coalition-building work with Syrian women peace 

activists. Participants included members of the Syrian Women Initiative for Peace and 

Democracy—a network supported by UN Women since 2014—and members of the 

Women Advisory Board, a committee of Syrian women advisors to Steffan de Mistura, UN 

Special Envoy for Syria, and many other women leaders and gender advocates from 

inside Syria. 

“You are making a historic move. One day in Syria, it will be remembered that there was 

a time before this coalition existed and a time after this coalition existed and the 

difference will be clear,” said UN Women Executive Director Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, at 

the closing session. “Standing here among you, I see the future presidents, ministers, 

judges and rulers of Syria. Go out there and take the leadership, it belongs to you.” 

Conference participants discussed the role of the Women Advisory Board and ways to 

increase women’s representation in the formal peace process. Discussions also tackled 

key issues including the refugee crisis, the status of education, food security, healthcare 

services and infrastructure inside Syria, the impact of economic sanctions on Syrians 

inside and the issue of detainees and the kidnapped. Throughout the sessions, the 

women’s rights agenda and the mutual suffering and personal loss of women from across 

the political spectrum served as unifying factors among the participants, even as political 

debates intensified. 

“UN Women also supports women peace activists in Libya and Yemen. And every time, I 

stand before women’s amazing ability to rise above differences with a sense of regret for 

the time that passed with the Arab world missing out on the opportunity of giving women 

their equal share of leadership,” said Mohammad Naciri, UN Women Regional Director for 

Arab States, at the closing session. 

After three days of emotionally charged exchanges, conference participants issued a 

unified statement for peace, demanding more representation of women in the formal 

peace process (women are currently around 20 per cent of delegates, but they want at 

least 30 per cent representation) and supporting the role of the Women Advisory Board. 

Attendees also expressed a willingness to engage in coalition-building groups in support 

of sustainable peace and a better response to humanitarian crises. 

“Syrian women showed that they are a strong constituency for peace, rising above their 

differences and uniting in their common desire to work together for an end to the 

bloodshed, for a lasting political solution and for forming a strong coalition to this end,” 

said Hiba Qasas, UN Women Head of Arab States Section. 

Messages for the World Humanitarian Summit: 

http://bit.ly/27TRrd8
http://www2.unwomen.org/~/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/news/stories/2016/syriawomen-conference-statement-en.pdf?v=1&d=20160523T195009
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2014/1/press-release-on-syrian-women-meeting
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2014/1/press-release-on-syrian-women-meeting
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2016/2/ed-statement-on-syrian-womens-advisory-board


On the eve of the World Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul on 23 May, conference 

participants sent messages to world leaders who will attend the Summit and asked UN 

Women’s Executive Director to deliver them. These are some of their messages: 

 

Photo: UN Women/Emad Karim 

“The women of Aleppo are suffering greatly because of the economic sanctions. We have 

all these women who used to own or run small factories and workshops and now I see 

them begging on the streets. Water is scarce, so much that we only use water three 

times a day. We have been without electricity for the past three months. We grind pasta 

to make bread because there is no flour. We are not beggars and we do not want aid. Lift 

the economic sanctions and we will manage on our own.” —Marina El Hanash, Aleppo  

 

Photo: UN Women/Emad Karim 

“The first step to ending the humanitarian suffering of Syrians is to end the war. You 

must find a way to end the war, otherwise the suffering will never end. I’m a theatre 

artist and I would like to tell everyone working on peacebuilding in Syria: never tell us 

this is not the time for theatre or a short film. This is the time for it because our need to 

express ourselves is at its highest when the situation is most difficult.” —Rawan El 

Takriri, Jozoor (youth CSO), Damascus  

 



 

Photo: UN Women/Emad Karim 

“If educational facilities [close], Syria will collapse. In order to save the educational 

process in Syria, terrorism must end. My students at Damascus University face danger on 

their way to campus and sometimes on campus. Also, the poor do not invest in 

education. Lift the economic sanctions so Syrians can continue to learn.” —Rima Al 

Hakimi, Professor at Damascus University, Damascus 

 

WORLD: Sexual health gets little attention in a crisis, 
with devastating results 

By Tewodros Melesse 

 

The Guardian (22.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/1Tq4gYe - bout 125 million people are affected 

by crises. A quarter of those people are female and of reproductive age – and women are 

14 times more likely than men to die in a crisis. 

 

On Monday global thinkers, activists and politicians will come together for the world 

humanitarian summit in Istanbul to tackle some of these issues. It’s time for them and us 

to act as the world faces the largest refugee crisis since the second world war. 

 

One thing often overlooked when a conflict, natural disaster, or crisis strikes is a 

comprehensive and responsive approach to health. Sexual and reproductive health often 

gets little attention, with devastating consequences. That’s why we will be pushing these 

issues during a special session at the summit. 

 

Reproductive health issues are compounded during a crisis. About 60% of preventable 

maternal deaths take place in crises and fragile settings. 

 

We know that, when a woman in need of care and protection has travelled for days to 

reach a shelter or camp, she will often arrive to find no doctor or sterile equipment. We 

also know that in times of crisis, girls are more likely to be married off at a young age, 

and women and girls are at increased risk of trafficking and rape. 

 

The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) focuses on these issues. We 

make sure that the “dignity kits” we give women and girls in our care contain not only 

the essentials, such as underwear and sanitary towels, but also items like a sarong, so 

http://bit.ly/1Tq4gYe


they can cover themselves while changing in the camp – crucial if they have no tent. 

Small things like this can protect women and girls from violence. 

 

Longer-term, we work with women and girls to build their resilience and help them take 

part in decision-making processes in refugee settings. We see tackling gender norms as a 

vital part of the services we offer. 

 

From experience, we know that the demand for sexual and reproductive healthcare is 

much higher than normal in crisis situations. These are essential services and must form 

part of any humanitarian response. 

 

There is already a life-saving package for delivering sexual and reproductive health, 

recognised by the UN and other agencies. 

 

We need to ensure that there is a coordinated response to provide sexual and 

reproductive healthcare on the ground, one which has the same status as other 

humanitarian responses such as those surrounding food, shelter, water and sanitation. 

 

We urge governments to include reproductive health in their own humanitarian response 

delivery. Donor governments need to ensure that services are more equitably distributed 

between conflict zones and natural disasters. 

 

We will continue to hold the banner for sexual and reproductive rights to be given the 

status they deserve to ensure that the rights of women and girls, boys and men are 

protected. 

 

A comprehensive response that includes sexual and reproductive health will help people 

to rebuild their lives after their worlds are turned upside down. 

 

MEXICO: Making a noise about machismo in Mexico 

"Machismo has to die," chanted protesters as they walked through the centre of 

Mexico City last month. 

By Katy Watson 

BBC (20.05.2016) - http://bbc.in/1TrfXux - Thousands of people came out onto the 

streets to say enough was enough. 

The macho culture is all pervasive in Mexico and many of those at the march think its 

emphasis on male pride is a contributing factor in the high rates of violence against 

women that Mexico is experiencing. 

It is estimated that nine out of 10 women (link in Spanish) have been subjected to sexual 

violence, whether on the streets or at home. 

'Tired of the violence' 

"I'm here because I'm tired of the violence against women in Mexico," said Ana Carlota 

Velazquez, a student. 

"I'm tired of living it and hearing it happen to my friends, in the streets, on public 

transport, in university and at work." 

The women were joined by thousands of men. Many were carrying placards. 

http://bbc.in/1TrfXux
http://www.equidad.scjn.gob.mx/biblioteca_virtual/publicacionesRecientes/BrechasDeGenero/03.pdf


"I need feminism too", read one. Another read: "Because she's my sister, my girlfriend, 

my wife." 

Femicide 

"We want to stay alive," other protesters shouted. 

The extreme end of gender violence is femicide, the intentional murder of a woman 

because she is a woman. 

It is a particular problem in Mexico. According to the country's National Commission to 

Prevent and Eradicate Violence against Women (CONAVIM), on average six women die a 

violent death each day (link in Spanish) in Mexico. 

Accurate figures are hard to come by. States differ in the way they collect data and in 

how honest they are with the figures. 

Even CONAVIM admitted getting accurate data was a challenge. 

This is made harder by the fact that it is hard to prove that a murder was committed 

because gender alone. As a result, femicides are massively under-reported. 

In a country where up to 99% of crimes go unsolved, many victims' families often do not 

go to authorities for help because they believe it will not change anything. 

Murdered in Mexico State 

Ciudad Juarez used to be known as the most violent city in Mexico, a city where 

hundreds of women went missing. 

But Ecatepec, part of poor Mexico State on the edge of the capital, has now surpassed 

the reputation Ciudad Juarez once had. 

Irinea Buendia lives in Mexico State, not far from Ecatepec. She says her daughter 

Mariana was killed by her husband. 

He had a history of violence and had threatened to kill her. But when Mariana was found 

hanged in the marital home, her death was recorded as a suicide. 

"The first thing they say is 'what did you daughter do for him to treat her like that? What 

did she do to make him kill her?'," Ms Buendia tells me. 

"But men don't own women. Just because there's a problem in a relationship or in a 

marriage doesn't mean that murder is the answer." 

Therapy - is it hard to be a man? 

On the other side of Mexico state, a workshop is trying to tackle the root of the problem. 

A group of men - and two women - are sitting in a classroom, with a psychologist at the 

whiteboard. 

"Is it hard to be a man?" he asks the class. 

There is a real mix of responses from the participants. One breaks down as he tries to 

explain his point of view. 

http://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/84740/La_Vilencia_Feminicida_en_M_xico__aproximaciones_y_tendencias_1985_-2014.pdf
http://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/84740/La_Vilencia_Feminicida_en_M_xico__aproximaciones_y_tendencias_1985_-2014.pdf


Another says no, if you know how to behave decently, it should not be hard at all. 

One of the participants, Alberto Trinidad Martinez Nava, was sentenced to 28 years in 

prison for raping and killing two women. 

He is now free and says his attitude has changed. 

"It was all about me," he says. "Machismo - it was just me, me, me. I belittled women. I 

had that bad attitude that women would be under my control but I know that not to be 

true now." 

'Violence is accepted' 

"If we only focus on the victim, the perpetrator will continue to be violent in new 

relationships," says Marisol Zarco Reyes, a psychologist at Mexico State Council for 

Women. 

"Sadly, perpetrators of domestic violence are born seducers so they finish one 

relationship and move on to the next so we saw the need to focus on them, too." 

"Getting them to admit they are the perpetrators of violence is half the process," says Ms 

Zarco. 

"Unfortunately in our society, violence is accepted. They are taught that violence is the 

way to keep power." 

The issue of gender violence is a worldwide problem but Ms Zarco says there is a cultural 

problem particular to Mexico, too. 

"Machismo is a hegemonic model of masculinity in Mexico," she says. 

"The man who shouts, who has to hit people to show his power. Yes, there's machismo in 

Mexico." 

'Ongoing struggle' 

The workshop is part of a bigger initiative called Mexico State for a Life without Violence, 

which supports women who are vulnerable to domestic abuse. 

According to a victims' agency run by the government, 90% of victims of sexual violence 

are women. 

And for women like Ms Buendia, the struggle against the culture of violence goes on. 

After five years of campaigning, the Mexican Supreme Court last year ordered her 

daughter's death to be re-investigated from a gender perspective. 

It is a move that Ms Buendia thinks could be hugely significant for many other cases that 

have also not been investigated as femicides. 

These are small steps in a country where a lack of resources - and many say a lack of will 

- have meant crimes against women have gone unpunished. 

But they are progress nonetheless. 

 

 

 



 

WORLD – BRAZIL: ‘Completely failing women’: Why the 
Zika epidemic is really a women’s rights crisis  

By Alia Dharssi 

 

National Post (20.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/22lvAXW - Doctor Melania Amorim works at the 

heart of the Zika epidemic, delivering babies in Campina Grande in northeastern Brazil. 

Of the 59 babies affected by Zika that have been born at the public hospital where she is 

an obstetrician, one was stillborn and eight died within 48 hours. Most of those that 

survived are extremely disabled with deformed arms, atrophied brains or other 

abnormalities. 

 

“I chose to be an obstetrician because I wanted to be involved with life. Suddenly, you 

are involved with malformations, where the result is death,” said Amorim, looking sadly 

into the distance as she spoke on the sidelines of Women Deliver, the world’s largest 

women’s rights conference, in Copenhagen, Denmark, on Thursday. “… But if it’s 

necessary, I have to be (there). I have to be with the mothers.” 

 

Even as the Zika crisis has been deemed safe enough for the 2016 Rio Olympics and 

Brazil has been commended for responding to it swiftly, Amorim and other medical 

experts contend that the Brazilian government, as well as the world, is not paying 

enough attention to the connection between Zika, women’s rights and family planning. In 

doing so, it may be missing a root cause of the virus’ spread and its destructive 

consequences. 

 

“Instead of talking about how to save women and how to protect women and how to 

advance women’s rights, we’re obsessed with killing mosquitos,” said Suzanne Ehlers, 

president and chief executive officer of Population Action International, which promotes 

access to contraception and reproductive health-care for women worldwide, at a Women 

Deliver panel on the issue. 

 

“We need leadership in acknowledging that girls need information about sexuality and 

they need access to contraceptive services,” said Venkatraman Chandra-Mouli, who 

works on adolescent sexual and reproductive health at the World Health Organization, at 

another Women Deliver event.  

 

Zika has been reported in 60 countries and WHO expects to see up to four million cases 

in Latin America in 2016. There were between 500,000 and 1.5 million cases in Brazil 

alone in 2015. The virus, which can cause deformations in newborns if contracted by 

their mother during pregnancy, has been linked to more than 1,300 confirmed cases of 

microcephaly, thousands more suspected ones and thousands of cases of other types of 

brain damage. 

 

For Amorim, the Brazilian government’s focus on killing the breed of mosquitos that 

carries the virus, as well as the Brazilian government’s recommendations that pregnant 

women wear long, dark clothing, use insect repellant and watch their homes, is too 

narrow to save the majority of babies that develop microcephaly. 

 

That’s because more than three-quarters are born to the poor, according to a survey 

conducted by the Brazilian government. Many of the pregnant women that Amorim sees 

live in shanty towns that lack basic sanitation and a regular clean water supply, but have 

open sewers. These settlements are a breeding ground for mosquitos likely to carry Zika.  

 

http://bit.ly/22lvAXW


At the same time, the women are often too poor to buy repellant or new long-sleeved 

clothing to protect themselves — if they get the memo saying they should do so. In the 

midst of Brazil’s national political crises, there’s been no effort to make sure that key 

messages about Zika get to the poorest, said Debora Diniz, a law professor at the 

University of Brasilia who has made a documentary on Zika. 

 

Repellant also hasn’t been made available to those who can’t afford it, she notes. 

 

Meanwhile, recommendations from Brazil and other Latin American governments that 

urge women to avoid becoming pregnant for up to two years fundamentally 

misunderstand social dynamics, according to some working on women’s issues in the 

region. 

 

“We’re talking about my ability to decide if, when, where, how to engage in sexual 

intercourse,” said Lucia Berro Pizzarossa, who researches sexual and reproductive rights 

in Latin America as a part of her doctoral research at the University of Groningen. She 

noted there are high rates of sexual violence against women in Latin America, while 23 

million of those who are in intimate relationships and want contraception cannot access 

it. According to the United Nations Population Fund, the situation is so dire that if the 

demand for contraception were met, the region would see a decline in unsafe abortions 

by 64 per cent. 

 

The Zika crisis has been accompanied by calls to liberalize abortion laws in Brazil, where 

terminating a pregnancy is illegal except in cases of rape, when the mother’s life is at 

risk or if the child wouldn’t survive. But some politicians are looking to stiffen them and, 

with the impeachment proceedings of Brazil’s first female president, Dilma Rousseff, 

things are looking down for women. Brazil’s new leader, Michel Temer, picked an all-male 

cabinet and eliminated the ministry of women, racial equality and human rights. 

 

Diniz is working on taking a case to Brazil’s supreme court to demand access to abortion 

for women whose pregnancies are tainted by Zika and raise other human rights concerns 

related to the virus. The demands she is making, along with others at a bioethics 

institute she co-founded, include that the government meet regulations that say health 

care is guaranteed to all Brazilians and should be within 50 kilometres of their home. 

Diniz met one pregnant woman who was affected by Zika and had to drive five hours for 

medical attention.  

 

“Zika is a virus, but the underlying situation that is completely failing women is this 

public health and human rights crisis,” Pizzarossa said. 

 

Poor health-care systems, as well as the failure to include family planning in public health 

care, disproportionately affects women and girls, said Ehlers, adding that things stand to 

worsen the more Zika spreads to developing countries with poor health care. 

 

“The world community should have learned the lessons at the time of Ebola — that when 

you have weak primary health-care systems, what doesn’t have to be a crisis quickly 

turns into a crisis,” she said.  

 

As political leaders grapple with Zika, prioritizing mosquito eradication over the rights of 

women and access to healthcare, babies will continue to die in the arms of Amorim and 

the mothers she works with.  

 

“There are a lot of funerals, a lot of funerals of little babies,” Amorim said. 

 



WORLD: Is there a sexist data crisis? 

There is a black hole in our knowledge of women and girls around the world. 

They are often missing from official statistics, and areas of their lives are 

ignored completely. So campaigners say - but what needs to be done? 

 

By Charlotte McDonald 

BBC (18.05.2016) - http://bbc.in/22fVQmy - "We believe that there is a sexist data 

crisis," says David McNair, Director of Transparency at the One Campaign, a group that 

fights poverty. 

"The reason why it is sexist is that women and girls are disproportionately left out of data 

collection. They are uncounted, therefore they don't matter." 

Former US Secretary of State and presidential hopeful Hillary Clinton agrees. 

"For too many countries we lack reliable and regular data on even the basic facts about 

the lives of women and girls," she said at a data conference in Washington, in 2012. 

"Facts like when women have their first child. How many hours of paid and unpaid work 

they do, whether they own the land they farm. 

"Since women make up half the population, that's like having a black hole at the centre 

of our data-driven universe." 

Most countries collect data from labour force surveys and household surveys, but the 

style of the questions often date back to just after World War Two says Mayra Buvinic, an 

expert from the Center for Global Development, a think tank. 

"These surveys were constructed, designed with a particular bias. They were biased 

towards formal sector employment which is work that men do," she says. 

Buvinic argues that many women get missed out because they consider themselves 

primarily as housewives, when in reality they work on farms, do part-time jobs and 

seasonal work or run their own businesses. 

She points to a labour force survey in Uganda in the 1990s to make her point. 

One year, the survey asked people only for their "primary" activity or job. A year later 

they added a new question to the survey, asking people to name their "secondary" 

activity. 

The recorded number of workers in Uganda suddenly went up from 6.5 million to 7.2 

million workers. 

"This means that 700,000 workers had been missed," she says, adding that most of 

these workers were women. 

But as well as noting that surveys do not ask the right questions, she also argues that we 

should be measuring traditionally unpaid work such as cleaning and cooking and 

including it in economic statistics. 

There are other problems too, Buvinic says. Not all countries collect statistics on other 

aspects of women's lives, such as domestic violence or maternal mortality rates, and 

when they do collect this data they often do it in different ways, making international 

comparisons difficult. 

http://bbc.in/22fVQmy


It's not only government statistics that fall short, the campaigners say. There are many 

statistics that are collected without being broken down by sex, which makes it hard to tell 

when women are not being treated equally. 

"Until recently, very few banks disaggregated their customer data by sex, leading to 

difficulties in understanding reasons behind the persistent gender gap in access to and 

use of financial services," says Megan O'Donnell, one of Buvinic's colleagues at the 

Center for Global Development. She also says there is a problem with health experiments 

and statistics. 

"Men have been the traditional test subjects when physicians study diseases and other 

health conditions. Because women have not been - and women's metabolic rates differ - 

we haven't had an equally clear understanding of how treatments, medications, etc are 

likely to affect them." 

If we don't count something, we can't tackle the problem, David McNair argues. 

For example, he says, it will be hard to know whether the UN's Sustainable Development 

Goals on violence and sexual exploitation are reached if we don't collect the right 

numbers. 

But good statistics are also needed to help governments plan and invest, he argues. A 

government that doesn't count maternal mortality is not going to know the extent of the 

problem, and therefore how to tackle it. 

It will also be less easy for journalists and civil society to hold governments to account. 

McNair says that some politicians know this. 

"If you have robust data then you can be held to account for your decisions. There are 

people who have a vested interest in not having that information in the public domain," 

he says. 

For instance, if employment figures are going to make a politician look bad, they may not 

want them to be collected. 

It's also easy for politicians to cut money for collecting statistics at a time of pressure on 

budgets. They can be photographed next to a school they have funded, but may not get 

much credit for funding a good statistical service. 

Some progress is being made. 

Recently the UN's International Labour Organisation (or ILO) held a conference, where 

labour statisticians agreed how to start collecting data on unpaid and domestic work, for 

example time spent cleaning your house. 

Ten countries have volunteered to take part in a pilot to use this new framework to 

measure unpaid work. 

So in future we may have a better idea of the work being carried out by women. 

 

More reading: The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation announces USD 80 million 

commitment to close gender data gaps and accelerate progress for women and girls  

 

http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2016/5/gates-foundation-announces-usd-80-million-commitment#sthash.9kP9GzqE.dpuf
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2016/5/gates-foundation-announces-usd-80-million-commitment#sthash.9kP9GzqE.dpuf


US: The contraceptive conundrum: The costly component 
of the Affordable Care Act for BYU students 

By Lauren Vidler  

 
HRWF (17.05.2016) - Some students at Brigham Young University (BYU), a private 

religious university in Utah, are faced with fines up to hundreds of dollars come tax 

season, as their school health plan is no longer adequate according to the federal 

standard.  

 

As of August 31, 2015, BYU health insurances provided by Deseret Mutual, no longer 

qualifies as “minimum essential coverage” under the Affordable Care Act (ACA). The 

student plan does not comply with the provision of federal law requiring contraceptive 

coverage.  

 

The US Federal government added a female contraception mandate to the ACA, believing 

that companies which covered prescription drugs to their employees but didn’t provide 

birth control were discriminating on the basis of sex. Contraceptive provision is not only a 

right of the woman but lack of affordable birth-control options can have far reaching 

consequences for society.  

 

BYU’s students, agree to abide by an Honor Code that prohibits premarital sex due to 

religious beliefs. However, according to the most recent available statistics from 2014, 

around one in four BYU students are married.  

 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS Church), which owns and operates 

the school of roughly 30,000, leaves it up to married couples in the Mormon faith to 

make their own choices on contraception. The LDS church does not prohibit the use of 

birth-control but rather states “The decision of how many children to have and when to 

have them is a private matter for the husband and wife.” Yet, the church's own insurer, 

which covers all LDS Church employees — including BYU faculty — does not cover family-

planning devices or medication.  

 

Exclusions under the policy include family planning, including contraception, birth control 

devices, and/or sterilisation procedures, unless the patient meets “Deseret Mutual’s 

current medical criteria”. According to a source, in order to qualify for sterilisation or 

birth control, he and his wife had to have had five children, “the golden number” so to 

speak. No religious doctrine has been found to support such a threshold, with official 

church statements stating, “Decisions about birth control and the consequences of those 

decisions rest solely with each married couple.”  

 

In 2012, the UN boldly declared access to contraception a human right, pressing that 

everyone should be able to determine when and if to have children. Providing a woman 

freedom to exercise her reproductive rights, can provide access and availability to other 

rights, such as the right to education. The report states, “Today, family planning is 

almost universally recognised as an intrinsic right”. 

 

The LDS church does not object to birth control on religious or moral grounds as some 

faiths do. But for several religious employers, providing access to contraception is 

contrary to religious beliefs or in some instances, immoral. Employers so minded have 

argued, they are being forced to choose between obeying their moral conscience and 

obeying the law of the land, and as such are suffering a violation of freedom of religion or 

belief.  

 

Of the estimated 10,000 students covered under the school health insurance policy, not 

all will have to pay fines. But many, including international students— who have limited 



choice when it comes to health insurance— and students above the poverty line or those 

in three person families, face governmental penalties and depend upon non-profits for 

their contraceptive needs. 

 

BYU is not the only religious school to fall short in failing to provide family-planning and 

contraceptive options. The University of Notre Dame and Catholic University, in 

Washington D.C., are amongst a number of religious schools challenging the federal 

regulations on religious grounds. This issue brings to light the tension between freedom 

or religion and belief and women’s rights, which are often thought to have competing 

values.  

 

US: Supreme Court dodges major decision on Obamacare 
birth control 

By Lawrence Hurley 

 

Reuters (17.05.2016) - http://reut.rs/1OvRFLy - The ideologically deadlocked Supreme 

Court on Monday failed to resolve a major case involving the Obamacare law's 

mandatory birth control coverage, telling lower courts to reconsider the matter after 

tossing out their rulings favoring President Barack Obama. 

 

With four conservative justices and four liberals, the court did not rule on the merits of 

the legal challenge by nonprofit Christian employers who objected to the 2010 healthcare 

law's requirement that they provide female workers with medical insurance paying for 

contraceptives. 

 

The court's action avoided a possible 4-4 split that would have affirmed the lower-court 

rulings. The justices, shorthanded following February's death of conservative Justice 

Antonin Scalia, threw out seven rulings by federal appeals courts around the country that 

had backed the Obama administration. 

 

The justices handed at least a short-term victory to the religious employers, primarily 

Roman Catholic organizations. 

 

The decision suggested a possible compromise for the lower courts that would allow 

women to get contraception coverage without violating the religious rights of employers, 

by having the government arrange coverage directly with health insurers rather than 

requiring employers to sign off on it. 

 

"The court expresses no view on the merits of the cases. In particular, the court does not 

decide whether petitioners' religious exercise has been substantially burdened," the 

unsigned ruling stated. 

 

In a separate order, the court sent six other pending cases on the same issue back to 

lower courts, including two in which the religious employers prevailed. 

 

Among the employers challenging the contraception mandate were the Roman Catholic 

archdioceses of Washington and Pittsburgh, the Little Sisters of the Poor order of nuns, 

and Christian colleges. 

 

"We are pleased that the court confirms that there is a path forward that recognizes our 

religious liberty, yet we also recognize that this struggle will continue," said Cardinal 

Donald Wuerl, archbishop of Washington. 

 

http://reut.rs/1OvRFLy


The justices in previous decisions since 2012 had fended off other major conservative 

challenges to Obamacare, considered Obama's signature domestic policy achievement. 

 

Obama, following the court's action, reiterated his demand that the U.S. Senate confirm 

Merrick Garland, his nominee to replace Scalia. 

 

"I won't speculate as to why they punted, but my suspicion is if we had nine Supreme 

Court justices instead of eight there might have been a different outcome," Obama told 

the online media outlet Buzzfeed. 

 

'Seamless access' 

 

"We are disappointed that the court did not resolve once and for all whether the religious 

beliefs of religiously affiliated nonprofit employers can block women's seamless access to 

birth control," Gretchen Borchelt of the National Women’s Law Center added. 

 

The dispute before the justices focused on whether nonprofit entities that oppose the 

contraception mandate on religious grounds can object under a 1993 U.S. law called the 

Religious Freedom Restoration Act to a compromise measure offered by the Obama 

administration. 

 

The Christian employers challenged the 2013 compromise that let organizations opposed 

to providing insurance covering contraception to comply with the law without actually 

paying for the coverage. 

 

Under the compromise, employers can certify they are opting out of the requirement by 

signing a form and submitting it to the government. The government then asks insurers 

to pay the cost of contraceptives. 

 

The court's decision, with no justices issuing a dissent, declined to decide whether the 

accommodation violated the employers' religious rights by forcing them to authorize the 

contraception coverage even if they are not paying for it. 

 

Sonia Sotomayor, joined by fellow liberal justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, wrote a concurring 

opinion stressing the narrow nature of the decision. Lower courts should not view the 

ruling "as signals of where this court stands," Sotomayor wrote. 

 

The court told the lower courts to consider modified positions that the government and 

the employers have taken following a request by the justices after oral arguments in 

March for the two sides to outline possible compromises. 

 

The administration had conceded there may be an alternative way of providing birth 

control coverage without requiring employers to sign off on it. 

 

For their part, the employers said their religious rights would not be infringed upon if the 

government required coverage to be supplied by their private insurer as long as they do 

not have to take any action seen as endorsing it. 

 

The Christian employers call birth control immoral and assert that the federal 

government should not force religious believers to pick between following their faith and 

following the law. 

 



 

EGYPT: Top religious leaders start outreach program in 
Egypt to end female genital mutilation 

By Stoyan Zaimov 

 

CP World (09.05.2016) - http://bit.ly/1qfwBTg - The Islamic University of Al Azhar, the 

highest academic center of Sunni Islam, has joined the Coptic Orthodox Patriarchate in 

Egypt in the fight against the epidemic of female genital mutilation. 

 

Fides News Agency reported that Coptic Orthodox Patriarch Tawadros II and Sheikh 

Ahmed al Tayyeb, imam of al-Azhar, signed a joint statement on Monday committing 

their fight against the many abuses children in Egypt suffer. 

 

Statistics show that more than 70 percent of all Egyptian children suffer some form of 

abuse or violence within their families and communities, Fides added. 

 

As many as 850 leaders of churches and mosques, including imam, priests, monks, and 

pastoral workers are expected to attend preparation courses that will allow them to 

engage more effectively and lead the fight against "genital mutilation, early marriage, 

kidnapping and sexual abuse." 

 

Child agency UNICEF has warned that at least 200 millions girls and women around the 

world in 30 different countries, mainly in Africa, have been subjected to genital 

mutilation, suffering "profound, permanent, and utterly unnecessary harm." 

 

The practice is carried out for various reasons, often a mixture between cultural and 

religious beliefs, but is primarily aimed at ensuring girls remain "pure" before marriage, 

so as not to damage their marriage prospects or the family's status. 

 

CNN reported back in 2015 that genital mutilation is a problem for millions of schoolgirls 

in Egypt, with as many as 92 percent of married Egyptian women between the ages of 15 

to 49 having been subjected to the medically dangerous practice. 

 

"This is a gross human rights violation," Jaime Nadal-Roig, the U.N. Population Fund 

representative in Cairo, told CNN. "It doesn't add anything to the life of the girl, and 

there are no medical or religious grounds whatsoever." 

 

Although genital mutilation was made illegal in Egypt in 2008, it remains heavily 

interwoven in the fabric of the Muslim-majority society. 

 

"People used to have a party after a girl was circumcised, they'd celebrate and exchange 

gifts," Nadal-Roig explained. "So for them to turn from there and say, 'look this is a 

crime or this is a sin or this is not allowed by religion' means confronting a lot of beliefs 

and social norms." 

 

Al Azhar has condemned a number of extreme practices and human rights abuses done 

in the name of Islam around the world, such as the continued slaughter of Christians and 

other minorities at the hands of the Islamic State terror group. 

 

Al-Tayyeb said back in April 2015 that the killing of 28 Ethiopian Christians in a video 

released by IS is a "heinous crime — which goes against any religion, law or human 

conduct." 

 

http://bit.ly/1qfwBTg


GERMANY: Cologne sex attacks: MPs debate tougher 
laws 

The German parliament is debating draft laws to give women more protection in 

sexual violence cases. 

 

BBC (28.04.2016) - http://bbc.in/1Oko4d2 - Dozens of sexual assaults in Cologne on 

New Year's Eve shocked Germany, increasing the pressure to pass tougher laws on rape 

and molestation. 

The new legislation could make groping punishable in more cases. 

Campaigners for women's rights want the "No means No" principle enshrined in law. 

They say a woman should not have to prove that she resisted physically. 

Justice Minister Heiko Maas wants courts to be able to punish sexual violence in cases 

where a woman felt unable to resist physically. 

It is argued that current German law does not adequately protect victims who come 

under sexual pressure, who lack any means to defend themselves or who are subject to 

a surprise attack. 

The tougher legislation would include: a woman assaulted in a park without any 

witnesses nearby, or a wife assaulted at home at night, who does not want to distress 

her children. 

The justice ministers of Saxony and Bavaria say groping ought to be punished by up to 

two years in jail or a fine. 

The Saxony Justice Minister, Sebastian Gemkow, said it was time for the judiciary to 

treat groping as a criminal offence, not as a type of "insult". 

"For the victims it's simply incomprehensible when the judiciary dismisses such cases as 

'irrelevant'," he said. 

High-profile campaign 

Only one in 10 rapes is reported in Germany currently, the n-tv news website reports, 

and of those, the conviction rate is only 10%. 

Some female celebrities are prominent in the "No means No" campaign, including writer 

and journalist Susanne Froehlich, actors Sibel Kekilli and Jasmin Tabatabai, musician 

Judith Holofernes and TV chef Sarah Wiener. 

A leading campaigner in the Social Democrat (SPD) party, Elke Ferner, said the draft law 

under discussion still had shortcomings. 

"Unfortunately the principle still holds that a women must fight back in order to prove 

that she resisted," she told Die Welt newspaper (in German). 

"A 'no' must be sufficient to signal that there is no agreement. 

"Of course that refusal would also have to be proven, but the law would thereby establish 

a norm which any moderately intelligent man could understand," she said. 

http://bbc.in/1Oko4d2


Women made more than 550 complaints of sexual assault after the New Year's Eve 

celebrations in Cologne. Similar attacks also happened in Duesseldorf and Hamburg, on a 

lesser scale. 

Victims described how suddenly gangs of drunken men - many of them North African 

migrants - surrounded them at night, groped them and stole items such as mobile 

phones. 

Police say many of the attackers may never be caught. Several North African men have 

been convicted of theft. 

 

INDIA: Will a mobile phone panic button help stop sexual 
assaults in India? 

India has a large market for mobile phones, and while access has spread to the 

rural areas, some say that requiring extra features on the phone may increase 

the cost of the phones, making them unaffordable to some women. 

 

CS Monitor (26.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/21gVR9j - As part of an effort to fight sexual 

assault against women in India, all mobile phones will be required to have panic buttons 

starting January 2017. 

 

The new rules released this week will apply to both local and internationally 

manufactured phones. "Feature phones" (a term used for phones that are not 

smartphones) will have the panic buttons configured to the numbers 5 and 9, so that 

when the button is held down for a certain period of time, a phone call will be initiated to 

at least 10 people including police, relatives, and close friends. Smartphones will be 

required to have an on-screen emergency button, or introduce a feature that will initiate 

an emergency phone call when the on-off button is pressed three times. In addition, 

phone manufacturers will be required to add a global positioning system (GPS) starting in 

January 2018. 

 

Currently, India doesn’t have a centralized 911-type service for emergency calls, but a 

nationwide emergency response number may be introduced soon. 

 

Some one billion people have access to mobile phones in India and the market is still 

growing, making India one of the fastest markets for smartphones. The country’s 

department of telecommunications says that panic buttons may be a better solution than 

apps. In 2011 New Delhi, which is dubbed India’s “capital of rape” introduced a phone 

app, "Fight Back" that was intended to fight assault by sending alert messages to close 

friends, and police. But the city continues to experience high rates of rape, with 1,813 

incidences of rape in 2014, up from 1,441 in 2013, The Hindu reports, citing government 

data. 

 

Campaigns against sexual assaults have taken center stage in India since the fatal gang 

rape of a 23-year-old student on a bus in Delhi in 2012. But despite increased 

campaigns, sexual assault incidents have increased since the 2012 incident that put India 

in the international spotlight. In 2014, for example, there were 337,922 incidences of 

violence – including, rape, molestation, abduction, and cruelty by husbands – 

perpetrated against women, up 9 percent from the figure in 2013, according to the 

National Crime Records Bureau, Reuters reported. And in the same year 37,000 rape 

cases were reported, up from 33, 707 in 2013. Experts say that a high number of 

assaults still go unreported, though some statistics suggest that a woman is raped in the 

country once every 15 minutes. 

 

http://bit.ly/21gVR9j


India’s Minister of Women and Child Development Maneka Gandhi, who has been 

championing the panic buttons, calls the new rules a “game changer.” 

 

“When I came to the Ministry there were proposals that women should wear necklace 

with an inbuilt device pressing which could trigger an alarm,” Gandhi told the Hindu. 

 

“So we thought that it is best to have the panic button on the phone. Even in rural areas 

women have phones now.” 

 

“Technology is solely meant to make human life better and what better than using it for 

the security of women?” said Ravi Shankar Prasad, minister of communications and 

information technology. 

 

But there are still concerns that the measure isn’t enough. Some women in rural areas 

don’t have access to mobile phones, while some areas restrict girls from owning mobile 

phones saying they are a distraction to academics, Reuters reported. Others who are 

concerned contend that requiring GPS on phones will likely increase the cost of the 

phones and make them unaffordable to many women. 

 

“So while the government might force mobile manufacturers to take customer safety 

seriously, a panic button by itself will hardly be a panacea,” writes Shruti Dhapola, for 

the Indian Express. “A unified helpline, one that actually results in quick action and 

response from the authorities concerned will also be required. Otherwise one can keep 

pressing that panic button all day long.” 

 

TANZANIA: Tanzanian women face high rates of 
abortion-related deaths 

By Donald G. McNeil Jr.  

 

NY Times (25.04.2016) - http://nyti.ms/1WnWy11 - Unsafe abortions kill many 

Tanzanian women, according to a recent study, but the deaths result from several factors 

and women in some regions die much more often than others. 

 

Birth control is hard to get, and public health clinics lack trained staff and vacuum 

aspiration kits used to perform abortions. In addition, the legality of abortion is 

ambiguous, forcing many women to try to do it themselves or see illegal abortion 

providers. Of one million unintended pregnancies in 2013, the study found, 39 percent 

ended in abortion. 

 

The study, done by the Guttmacher Institute, Tanzania’s national medical research 

institute and the country’s leading medical school, and published in PLOS One, was based 

on surveys of hospitals and clinics and interviews with Tanzanian doctors. 

 

Although Tanzania ratified the African Union’s 2005 Maputo Protocol on women’s rights — 

which endorsed abortion rights — and also recognizes colonial-era British case law 

permitting abortion in some circumstances, national law mandates 14-year sentences for 

anyone “unlawfully” performing an abortion and seven years for women who try to make 

themselves miscarry — but without defining “unlawfully,” said Sarah C. Keogh, a 

Guttmacher Institute researcher and the study’s lead author. 

 

Women have been prosecuted under it, she said. 

 

The notion that two doctors must approve an abortion to make it legal “is just a rumor, 

but widely believed,” Dr. Keogh said. “As is the rumor that it’s just illegal, full stop.” 

http://nyti.ms/1WnWy11


 

Tanzania’s abortion rate — 36 per 1,000 women — is typical for East Africa. But 

abortions and related deaths are nearly five times higher for women in the north, near 

Lake Victoria, and in the southern highlands, than for women living on the island of 

Zanzibar. Zanzibar is 98 percent Muslim; polygamy is common and extramarital sex is 

taboo, so unplanned pregnancies are rare, Dr. Keogh said. 

 

Abortion laws, she added, are clearer in nearby countries like Uganda, Kenya and 

Rwanda. 

 

SOMALIA: Sexual violence must be subject to criminal 
justice, says UN expert 

UN News Centre (25.4.2016) - http://bit.ly/1QYccrH - A United Nations human rights 

expert today called on the Government of Somalia to enhance the capacity of the 

judiciary and police force in handling cases of sexual and gender-based violence, and to 

prohibit the handling of such cases by traditional clan elders.  

 

“I call on the Government to prioritize the creation and implementation of a twin 

strategy: to enhance the capacity of the judiciary and the Somali Police force, and to 

prohibit clan and traditional elders from resolving or adjudicating such cases,” said the 

UN Independent Expert on the situation of human rights in Somalia, Bahame Tom 

Nyanduga, in a press release. 

 

“There is also a crucial need to create human rights awareness among clan elders and 

religious leaders about women's rights, as one way of facilitating change within 

communities,” he added.  

 

Mr. Nyanduga began his visit to Somalia on 16 April. During his mission, he visited 

Mogadishu, Kismayo and Baidoa, and met the Speaker of the Federal Parliament, Federal 

Government authorities in Mogadishu, representatives of Jubbaland state, and the South 

West state. 

 

On Saturday, at the end of his third mission to the country, Mr. Nyanduga noted that the 

Xeer Somali traditional dispute resolution system continues to play a key role in the 

country, given that rule of law institutions are still being established. He was concerned 

to learn that traditional elders adjudicate sexual and gender-based violence cases, such 

as rape, due to the absence of a fully functioning criminal justice system in many parts of 

Somalia.  

 

He called for the adoption of the Sexual Offences Bill during the forthcoming session of 

Parliament to further guarantee the protection of women’s rights and also urged the 

Government to implement the recommendations arising from Somalia’s 2016 Universal 

Periodic Review before the Human Rights Council, including the adoption of a moratorium 

on the death penalty.  

 

Mr. Nyanduga commended the Federal and regional authorities and Parliament for 

committing themselves to holding elections later this year, widening the electoral base 

and ensuring that a 30 per cent women representation is met. However, he expressed 

concern that representation of youth, minorities and persons with disabilities, is not 

similarly guaranteed. 

 

The Independent Expert also reiterated the need to address the human rights challenges 

that journalists and media in Somalia face. He warned that the Media Law must not be 

http://bit.ly/1QYccrH


used as a tool to harass journalists, but rather to ensure respect for the rights to 

freedom of opinion and expression.  

 

He noted with satisfaction the Government’s commitment to adopt the National Human 

Rights Commission Bill, establishing an independent National Human Rights Institution 

before the end of its tenure, and urged that this commitment be met. 

 

“However, another bill, the Counter Terrorism Bill, could potentially negatively affect the 

enjoyment of human rights,” Mr. Nyanduga said. “I urge the authorities to ensure that 

this bill conforms to international human rights guarantees in accordance with Somalia’s 

international human rights obligations and the revised Federal Constitution. To be 

effective in fighting terrorism, the law must be firmly entrenched in human rights.”  

 

AMISOM’s role in Somalia 

 

The Independent Expert commended the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) for 

the role it continues to play in the country. He noted its commitment to comply with 

human rights and international humanitarian law, including ensuring accountability for 

violations committed by its forces. Regarding the incident on the killing of the four 

civilians by AMISOM forces in Bullo Mareer, Lower Shabelle, the expert urged the Mission 

to conduct thorough, independent investigations and make the findings of its inquiries 

public.  

 

In this regard, he welcomed the plan by the UN and AMISOM to hold the first UN Human 

Rights Due Diligence Policy implementation review workshop on 26 and 27 April, urging 

that stronger collaboration on the ground will foster compliance with human rights and 

international humanitarian law, which is a shared objective for both the United Nations 

and the African Union.  

 

Independent experts or special rapporteurs are appointed by the Geneva-based Human 

Rights Council to examine and report back on a country situation or a specific human 

rights theme. The positions are honorary and the experts are not UN staff, nor are they 

paid for their work. 

 

GEORGIA: Pervasive gender inequality in rural areas 

UN Women (15.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1TfW4Ui - Rural households that are headed by 

women, suffer more from poverty than those headed by men. Social and cultural 

barriers, a lack of kindergartens, as well as the burden of unpaid housework, prevent 

women from developing their skills and from generating an income. Despite the clear 

gender inequalities, policies and strategies at the agricultural, regional and village level 

lack the necessary approaches to tackle these issues.  

 

These are just some of the findings of a new study, the ‘Gender Assessment of 

Agriculture and Local Development Systems’, commissioned jointly by UN Women, the 

Swiss Cooperation Office for the South Caucasus (SCO) and the Regional Office for the 

South Caucasus of the Austrian Development Agency (ADA). In Georgia, official data 

shows that the proportion of land operated by female farmers is 20%, compared to 80% 

operated by men (GeoStat, 2013) and women’s economic participation rate stands at 

57% compared to 77% for men (GeoStat, 2015). The study, therefore, aims to analyze 

agricultural and regional development policies, programmes and services from a gender 

perspective and looks at the extent to which rural populations, especially women, are 

benefiting from such these in six of the country’s eleven regions. 

 

Financial constraints and women’s double work burden 

http://bit.ly/1TfW4Ui


  

The results of the study are grave: 90% of those surveyed reported experiencing 

financial difficulties, and 54% of households, where the main breadwinner is a woman, 

reported that they are hardly able to buy food; compared with 39% of those households 

headed by men. Women, however, work more hours than men in all regions except 

Shida Kartli; when work both inside and outside of the household is combined, focus 

group data indicates that women work between 2.5 hours (in Samegrelo) and 8 hours (in 

Kakheti) more than men, every day.  

 

There is a gendered division of labor in agricultural value chains, where in most regions, 

women are concentrated in the animal husbandry value chain and men in the value chain 

for crops. However, when the two are combined, women engage in agricultural activities 

80 days more per year than men, on average. Despite this, the prevailing stereotypes 

prescribe that women should stay at home and look after children; and their work is not 

being recognized. 

 

Limited access to training, advice and services 

 

Despite the fact that a large majority of the population surveyed are involved in farming, 

the study shows that there is limited access to agricultural education, and that only one 

in ten had heard of the existing extension services. With regards to knowledge of such 

services, there was a 20 percentage point difference between women’s and men’s 

awareness (with women being less informed than men). An absolute majority of those 

surveyed only produced agricultural products for their own consumption. Only 20% 

planned to engage in farming for income generation (of those 40% are women and 60% 

are men) and less than one percent are members of a functioning cooperative. According 

to data from the Cooperatives Agency of the Ministry of Agriculture, women constitute 

25% of the membership base of cooperatives.  

 

Low rates of participation in local decision-making processes 

 

Moreover, access to certain social services is a challenge. The study shows that 30% of 

the population lacks access to kindergartens, with the situation being most acute in the 

Kvemo Kartli and Samtskhe-Javakheti regions, where more than half of the population 

lacks access. These are regions with a relatively high proportion of ethnic minorities, and 

where there is already a risk of marginalization and isolation due to language and cultural 

barriers. Provision of social infrastructure is not only a social issue but an economic and 

political one as well. Access to childcare and other care services may greatly impact on a 

woman’s ability to have time free for activities outside of household chores; for example 

generating an income, participating in local decision-making and development, or simply 

for leisure. 

  

Despite clear development needs in the targeted regions, almost 90% of those surveyed 

indicated that they do not participate in local decision-making processes. In the target 

regions of the study, the average level of formal representation of women in sakrebulos 

(municipal councils) is 9%. Key informants indicated that women rarely participate in 

public discussions on community development issues (namely the Village Support 

Programme meetings, launched by the Ministry of Regional Development and 

Infrastructure). 

 

Promising initiatives and recommendations going forward 

 

The study also makes recommendations at the policy, programme, services and 

grassroots level, and identifies a number of promising practices for increased attention 

and support. Some of the key recommendations include: Coordination and gender 

mainstreaming of national and regional strategies; collection of sex-disaggregated data; 

ensuring out-reach to women as beneficiaries of the services and programmes; support 



to gender advisors and gender-responsive budgeting at the municipal level. Among the 

promising practices identified are programmes that support women who are small-scale 

farmers to access markets, as well as initiatives to form local self-help groups of women 

and men that cooperate with municipalities to identify and address community needs.  

 

Read the full report here. 

 

INDIA: Triple talaq: India's Muslim women fight against 
instant divorce 

India is perhaps the only country in the world where a Muslim man can divorce 

his wife in a matter of minutes by just uttering the word talaq (divorce) three 

times. But this controversial practice of "triple talaq" is now facing a stiff 

challenge - the Supreme Court is considering whether to declare it 

unconstitutional, writes the BBC's Geeta Pandey in Delhi. 

 

BBC (11.04.2016) - http://bbc.in/1MFnxBX - Shayara Bano's world came crashing down 

in October. 

 

The 35-year-old mother of two was visiting her parents' home in the northern state of 

Uttarakhand for medical treatment when she received her talaqnama - a letter from her 

husband telling her that he was divorcing her. 

 

Her attempts to reach her husband of 15 years, who lives in the city of Allahabad, have 

been unsuccessful. 

 

"He's switched off his phone, I have no way of getting in touch with him," she told the 

BBC over phone from her home in the northern state of Uttarakhand. "I'm worried sick 

about my children, their lives are getting ruined." 

 

In February, a frustrated Shayara Bano filed a petition in the Supreme Court, demanding 

a total ban on triple talaq which, she says, allows Muslim men to treat their wives like 

"chattel". 

 

Muslims are India's largest minority community with a population of 155 million and their 

marriages and divorces are governed by the Muslim personal law, ostensibly based on 

the sharia.  

 

Even though it has been practised for decades now, the unilateral instant triple talaq is 

clearly an aberration - it finds no mention in sharia or the Koran. 

 

Islamic scholars say the Koran clearly spells out how to issue a divorce - it has to be 

spread over three months which allows a couple time for reflection and reconciliation. 

 

Activists say most Islamic countries, including Pakistan and Bangladesh, have banned 

triple talaq, but it thrives in India. 

 

For years, Muslim women in India have also been demanding a ban on the reprehensible 

practice - in 2004, I wrote about a similar campaign to end triple talaq. 

 

A dozen years later, the situation appears worse. 

 

And modern technology has made it even easier for unscrupulous men to dump their 

wives - using text messages as well as post and the telephone to pronounce divorce. 

http://georgia.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2016/04/gender-assessment-of-agriculture-and-local-development-systems
http://bbc.in/1MFnxBX


There have also been instances where men have used Skype, WhatsApp or Facebook for 

the purpose. 

 

In November, the Mumbai-based Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan (BMMA - Indian 

Muslim Women's Movement) released a report chronicling nearly 100 cases of triple 

talaq. 

 

"Since 2007, we have come across thousands of cases of oral triple talaq, rendering 

women destitute with nowhere to go," says Professor Zakia Soman, social activist and 

BMMA founder. 

 

In a majority of the cases compiled by the BMMA, the divorced women were from poor 

families and most said their husbands did not honour their obligations to pay 

maintenance, forcing them to return to their parental homes or fend for themselves. 

 

Indian Muslims also follow Halala - where a divorced woman has to marry another man 

and consummate her marriage in order to go back to her former husband. 

 

"India is the only country in the world where these un-Koranic practices exist. These are 

barbaric and totally unacceptable. There's a need for a comprehensive review of Muslim 

personal laws in India," Prof Soman told the BBC. 

 

In October, the BMMA wrote a letter to Prime Minister Narendra Modi demanding 

"reforms in Muslim divorce and polygamy laws". They also filed a petition in the Supreme 

Court. 

 

Prof Soman says what makes matters worse for the women is that "this un-Islamic triple 

talaq is often sanctioned by the Muslim clergy - the qazis and maulvis". 

 

Perhaps that is why the Supreme Court's decision to take up Shayara Bano's petition has 

been opposed by several influential Muslim groups, including the All India Muslim 

Personal Law Board (AIMPLB). 

 

Its working committee member Asma Zehra is quick to "condemn" the practice, 

describing it as "haraam" (forbidden), but insists that the divorce rate is still very low 

among Indian Muslims and that the issue is being blown out of proportion by forces 

inimical to Islam. 

 

"Why is everyone after us, after our religion?" she asks. 

 

Ms Zehra says Muslims are struggling to survive under the present Indian government, 

led by Mr Modi's Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party, adding that the focus on the 

issue of triple talaq is "basically because they want to interfere in our religion" with the 

aim of introducing a uniform civil code. 

 

She says that even though triple talaq has no Koranic sanction, it is not in their power to 

ban it because AIMPLB is "just a moral body, we can only educate people".  

 

Ms Zehra says they are doing plenty to educate people, but activists say much more 

needs to be done. 

 

"Condemning it is not enough. These practices need to be declared illegal," says Prof 

Soman. 

 

"It's important that the Muslim family law is properly codified. Koran gave us our rights, 

the patriarchal forces have taken it away from women," she adds.  

 



Shayara Bano, in her village in the hills of Uttarakhand, is pinning her hopes on the 

Supreme Court. 

 

"I want my husband to take me back. I'm hoping to get justice from the court," she says. 

 

INDIA: Indians decry Hindu leader's temple rape 
comment 

Aljazeera (11.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1RTAJU8 - Hindu religious leader Shankaracharya 

Swami Swaroopanand Saraswati has caused an outcry in India after saying that entry of 

women into the Shani temple in Maharashtra state will lead to more crimes such as 

rapes. 

 

Commenting on the recent entry of women into a temple in western Maharashtra state, 

Shankaracharya, 94, said on Sunday that "women should not feel triumphant about 

visiting the sanctum sanctorum of Shani Shingnapur temple in Maharashtra. 

 

"They should stop all the drum beating about what they have done. Worshipping Shani 

will bring ill luck to them and give rise to crimes against them like rape," he was quoted 

as saying by the Indian Express newspaper on Sunday. 

 

Women’s groups and activists decried the comment, describing the statement as 

patriarchal and against the dignity of women. 

 

"Society is not going to tolerate this. Women will struggle against such mindset," Jagmati 

Sangwan, general secretary of All India Democratic Women's Association (AIDWA), told 

Al Jazeera by phone on Monday. 

 

Last week, Maharashtra High Court struck down a 400-year-old ban on the entry of 

women into Shani Shingnapur temple on the ground that women cannot be discriminated 

on basis of their gender. 

 

Patriarchal mindset 

 

Many commentators on social media expressed outrage and mocked the Swami for his 

comments. 

 

"Fundamentalist religious leaders feel that religious places are the domain of men," 

Sangwan said from Indian capital, New Delhi. 

 

"Not only religious places, patriarchal mindset in the society needs to be attacked, which 

believes that women are inferior and as a result cannot be allowed equal rights," she 

said. 

 

Rights groups have been fighting a similar ban on the entry of women to a famous 

Muslim shrine, Haji Ali Dargah, in Mumbai city. 

 

The latest controversy comes days after Shankaracharya said that worshipping of an 

Indian guru known as Sai Baba has caused drought in Maharashtra state. The state's 

Latur district is suffering an acute water crisis, triggering water riots in some places. 

 

Calling for "strong action", Sangwan said that "the statement is a disobedience to 

Maharashtra High Court as well as the Maharashtra State Assembly, which supported 

equal rights for women and their entry into temples". 

 

http://bit.ly/1RTAJU8


The AIDWA general secretary called for tough laws to safeguard dignity of women. 

 

"We have actually submitted a memorandum to law ministry that people holding 

responsible positions, ie religious, social or political, should face action if they attack 

equality of women, their dignity and equal rights." 

 

IRELAND: Women must play bigger role in church, Synod 
hears 

Limerick Diocesan Synod hears call for lay-led liturgies without priests on 

weekdays 

 

The Ireland Times (10.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1qHwwIP - Women need to play a much 

more important role in the church, the first Synod in Ireland in 50 years has been told. 

 

Some 400 delegates spent three days at the Limerick Diocesan Synod where they voted 

on 100 proposals to help map out the future of the church and how it serves the local 

community in a time of falling vocations.  

 

A motion to establish a working group to explore and scope out how and where women 

can play a leadership role in the governance of the church received the highest number 

of priority votes at the Synod. 

 

A proposal to develop and support lay-led liturgies and the celebration of sacraments was 

supported by more than 90 per cent of delegates. 

 

Lay-led liturgies 

 

Speaking at the Synod Fr Eugene Duffy, a lecturer in theology and religious studies at 

Mary Immaculate College, recommended that occasional lay-led liturgies without priests 

should be introduced on weekdays as a way of preparing for the reality of priests not 

being available to every parish in the years ahead. 

 

“If we can get used to having lay-led liturgy on week days first then people will begin to 

appreciate it, understand it, grow in their own acceptance of it and see the value of it,” 

he said. 

 

“In the absence of a priest that’s what they will have to do on a Sunday. We have to 

start by doing it on a week day and then people become familiar with it. The foundational 

thing that people have to do is to gather on a Sunday to worship, however we do it. 

 

Fr Duffy also said that the Catholic Church can learn from the Church of Ireland in this 

regard.  

 

“The Church of Ireland has readers who look after the liturgy on a Sunday if an ordained 

minister cannot be present. We are going to have to get used to this situation and have 

no option to prepare for it. Otherwise there is going to be a trauma some Sunday. 

 

The role of women in the church was also discussed as part of the universal themes 

which could not be voted on but were discussed on the final day of the Synod. 

 

Vincent Hanley, a delegate from Knockaderry/Clouncagh, Co Limerick, said the issue of 

women priests was a popular theme during the three-year listening process which took 

place before the Synod. 

 

http://bit.ly/1qHwwIP


“Up to now we have been very pragmatic in our discussions but there are elephants in 

the room and especially the situation around women priests. This issue came up again 

and again in our listening process, in the questionnaires and our assemblies,” said Mr 

Hanley. 

 

Marian Wallace, a delegate from Ardpatrick, Co Limerick, said women, in particular 

mothers, were tired of “religious apartheid”. 

 

“Mothers are the backbone of the church, we teach our children we bring them to church 

but we are tired of inequality we are tired of religious apartheid,” she said. 

 

ARMENIA: EU is giving Armenia its best chance yet to 
enact a domestic-abuse law 

The World Post (10.04.2016) - http://huff.to/1Sam1di - Women’s-rights groups have 

been campaigning for a decade for a domestic-violence law in Armenia. 

 

So far all their efforts have failed. Depending on the session of parliament, lawmakers 

have either refused to take up the legislation or voted it down. 

 

This year, Armenia may finally see a law that protects women from partner violence. 

 

If it happens, it’s likely to be because of a European Union financial inducement rather 

than any sudden Armenian government and lawmaker enlightenment on domestic abuse. 

 

The EU is making an 11-million-euro grant that it calls the Human Rights Budget Support 

Program contingent on Armenia adopting a domestic-violence law. The financing covers 

the years 2016 to 2018. 

 

The European incentive comes on top of the United Nations prodding Armenia a year ago 

about its lack of a domestic-abuse law. The criticism came in the UN’s Second Universal 

Periodic Review of Armenia. 

 

As in all former Soviet states that lack domestic-violence legislation — and that’s most of 

them — Armenia needs a law to protect women from repeat battering. 

 

With rare exceptions, police bring charges against an abuser only when it’s too late — 

that is, when the victim has been murdered or crippled. 

 

Current Armenian law allows police to file charges against anyone who commits an 

assault, whether the injuries are mild, medium or severe. 

 

If a man who batters a woman is not her partner, however — if he’s an acquaintance or 

stranger, say — police are likely to bring an assault case against him even if the injuries 

are mild. 

 

If the attacker is a partner, though, police consider the assault a family matter, and lean 

on the partners to work things out. 

 

It’s hard for police to get their heads around the idea of domestic abuse when Armenian 

society has long had the axiom that: “A woman is like wool: The more you beat her, the 

softer she will be.” 

 

In the few instances where a victim insists on police filing charges, if she has suffered 

only mild or medium injury, they usually refuse. 

http://huff.to/1Sam1di


 

This means the victim continues to be trapped in the cycle of battering. Since domestic 

violence often becomes more frequent and more severe over time, she risks debilitating 

injury or death if she stays in the relationship. 

 

One way out would be to flee the abusive environment, of course — but the odds against 

a victim doing so are slim. 

 

Most Armenian women give up careers when they marry, or never have them in the first 

place, and men tightly control the family’s purse strings. This means that the vast 

majority of wives and live-in girlfriends have no money to start a life of their own. 

 

In addition, Armenia has only a handful of battered-women’s shelters, and the time that 

a victim can stay in one is limited. 

 

You might think a sensible option would be a battered woman moving in with her 

parents. But in Armenia, where divorce is frowned on, many parents would condemn 

their daughter for not doing enough to save the marriage — and refuse to take her in. 

 

The domestic-abuse legislation that women’s-rights groups have been pushing would 

almost certainly prevent some battered-women deaths and maimings. 

 

That’s because, for the first time, it would give judges the power to issue restraining 

orders to keep batterers away from victims. 

 

Attackers would think twice against violating such an order because it would lead to jail 

time. 

 

Those who support an Armenian domestic-abuse law offer some sobering statistics to 

make their case. 

 

One is that a quarter of all married women have suffered domestic violence at one time 

or another, according to the National Statistical Service. 

 

Another telling statistic is that a quarter of the 1,759 cases of violence against women 

that the National Police recorded in the first nine months of 2014 involved domestic 

abuse. 

 

An even starker statistic is that 30 Armenian women have been killed by their partners 

since 2010 — a sizable number for a country of 3 million. 

 

Many of the government leaders who oppose a domestic-violence law have offered as a 

justification the fact that the legislation would impose additional financial costs on the 

state. 

 

One provision, for example, would require the government to increase the number of 

battered-women’s shelters across the country, and pay for their operations. 

 

At the moment, not even one kopek of taxpayer money goes to shelters. The few that 

are available are funded by non-governmental organizations. 

 

But the main justification that opponents of the legislation use is that a domestic-abuse 

law is unnecessary because current law covers assault and battery, including domestic 

violence. 

 

But given the police’s reluctance to file charges in all but the most horrific domestic-

battering cases, and the current law’s lack of a restraining-order provision to protect 



women from continued battering, the argument that a specific domestic-abuse law is 

unnecessary fails to pass muster. 

 

Studies in a number of countries have shown a direct correlation between enactment of a 

domestic-abuse law and a decline in partner violence against women. 

 

The European Union’s current financial inducement for Armenia to pass a domestic-

violence law does not guarantee it will happen, of course. 

 

But it is the best chance its proponents have ever had to help reduce partner battering. 

 

U.S.A.: The US is failing miserably on six of 10 markers of 
gender equality 

 
A score of 1 would indicate full gender equality. 

 

Business Insider (09.04.2016) - http://read.bi/1SpUAZT - The US could increase its GDP 

by trillions if it fixed gender inequality, according to a new report from the McKinsey 

Global Institute. 

 

In a paper released on Thursday, MGI reported that poor performance in six of 10 major 

indicators of gender equity, including violence against women and business leadership 

representation, are keeping the country from reaching its economic potential. 

 

By taking the steps necessary to increase women’s participation in the workforce, reduce 

the gender gap in work hours (women hold more part-time jobs and fewer full-time jobs 

than men), and hire women in the economy’s most productive sectors, the US could add 

up to $4.3 trillion to its economy by 2025, MGI says. 

http://read.bi/1SpUAZT


 

That’s an admittedly high estimate that assumes full gender equity in all areas, which we 

probably can’t expect by 2025 no matter how many mediocre men we stomp under our 

biz-casual pumps on our way up the corporate ladder. But even if, for the next decade, 

every state just matched the best respective state’s performance over the last decade in 

meeting each of those three goals, the country’s GDP would rise by $2.1 trillion by 2025. 

 

That’s 10 percent better than our usual rate of growth, MGI says, an expansion 

equivalent to adding another entire state of Texas to our economy. Each individual state 

and city would see a GDP jump of at least 5 percent—and up to 13 percent—by ramping 

up gender equity to that level. MGI estimates that getting there will take $475 billion in 

additional capital investment to create 6.4 million jobs. That seems unlikely to 

materialize, but the growth opportunity is there. 

 

Thursday’s report also ranks every US state on gender parity, as measured by 10 

indicators: women’s participation in the work force, the types of jobs women hold, the 

number of women in higher education, the maternal mortality rate, the number of 

women who hold leadership positions in their work, how many hours women spend on 

unpaid work, the number of single mothers, the teen pregnancy rate, women’s 

representation in politics, and rates of violence against women. 

 

MGI found that the US rated decently on the first four indicators, but registered high or 

extremely high levels of inequality on the latter six. There are 66 women in US business 

leadership positions for every 100 men, for instance, and women do nearly twice the 

amount of unpaid care-related work that men do. 

 

New England fared well: Maine, New Hampshire, and Connecticut, in addition to 

Minnesota, had the country’s highest levels of gender equity. They were followed by 

Hawaii, Arizona, Montana, North Carolina, Illinois, Indiana, and New York. States in the 

South fared worst: Louisiana, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alaska, Nevada, Texas, South 

Carolina, Georgia, and Oklahoma came in as the least equitable places for women. 

 

The country is already showing some improvement in at least one of these areas. The 

teen pregnancy rate is falling fast, largely thanks to improvements in sex education and 

contraception. But one of the most appalling sections of the MGI report deals with 

violence against women, which harms women’s economic advancement through lost 

wages and productivity in addition to causing physical and emotional damage. 

 

MGI’s analysts found that one out of every three US women is a survivor of intimate 

partner violence, and half of US women have survived sexual violence of some kind. 

These rates align with many other countries in the world, but virtually none of our 

developmental peers, Fortune reports. 

 

The most important takeaway from the report is that social and economic equality are 

interdependent goals. MGI studied the state of women in 95 countries and found almost 

no cases in which women enjoyed equality in society but not in the workplace. Women 

who take on a disproportionate share of unpaid labor at home are less likely to take a job 

outside the home or advance in their fields. 

 

Women who get pregnant as teenagers or suffer domestic abuse do not achieve on par 

with their peers in the workforce. When women are highly represented in political offices, 

bills that advance women and children come to the fore, and when a woman holds the 

highest political office in the land, her country’s GDP improves. Any advancement in any 

of the six most critical areas of inequity would boost the others as well—and any 

stagnation will stunt the betterment of the rest. 

 



POLAND: The polish church and government open new 
attack on women’s reproductive rights 

Social Europe (06.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/209Q9W3 - As the crisis around changes 

implemented to Poland’s Constitutional Tribunal continues, the ruling Law and Justice 

Party (PiS) has opened up a new conflict through an attack on the reproductive rights of 

women. This is significant as it would not only mean making abortion completely illegal in 

Poland, but also shows how the country is moving further away from being a democratic, 

secular state. The hierarchy of the Polish Catholic Church is directly intervening in a 

major political issue and dictating how the government should act. This has caused an 

immediate reaction amongst those opposed to the tightening of the abortion law, 

with thousands already taking to the streets in protest. 

Poland already has one of the most restrictive and repressive abortion laws in Europe. 

 Abortion was made illegal in 1993, in a move that was ludicrously described as a 

‘compromise’. It banned abortion in all but three circumstances: where there is a high 

probability of severe and irreversible damage to the foetus or where it will have an 

incurable life-threatening disease; where a pregnancy threatens the woman’s life or 

health; or where the pregnancy is the result of a criminal act. 

This draconian abortion law has inevitably resulted in huge numbers of Polish women 

either being forced to undergo illegal abortions in Poland or travel abroad to have their 

pregnancies terminated. It is obviously the least well off women – unable to travel 

abroad – who most often have to have illegal ‘backstreet’ abortions in Poland. It is 

estimated that around 150,000 illegal abortions take place in the country each 

year, which carry significant health risks. The fact that women whose lives are at risk or 

have become pregnant due to rape would now no longer be able to have a legal and safe 

abortion, or that a woman could be prosecuted for having had a miscarriage that is 

deemed to be her fault, highlights the barbarity of the current proposal to completely 

outlaw abortion. 

The Church in power 

The second alarming factor in this situation is that the proposal has come directly from 

the top of the Catholic Church that is now directing government policy on this crucial 

issue. The Presidium of the Polish Catholic Bishops’ Conference issued a statement last 

week that Poland should not halt at the present ‘compromise’ on abortion, but move 

towards a total ban. This statement was then read out in churches throughout Poland on 

Sunday. This has concurred with an action being run by the ‘Stop Abortion’ campaign to 

collect signatures in order to put forward a citizens’ bill to parliament to completely 

outlaw abortion in the country. 

The Prime Minister, Beata Szydło, has said that she personally supports a complete ban 

on abortion. Even more disturbingly, the leader of PiS (and de facto the most powerful 

politician in Poland) has stated that as a Catholic he has to support the decisions of the 

Bishops, and that although his parliamentary group would have a free vote he was sure 

that the vast majority would vote for the bill. 

Although support for the legalisation of abortion has waned during the past two decades, 

a large majority of Polish society is against it being completely banned (80% when it 

threatens the life of the mother, 73% when the pregnancy is the result of rape; 53% 

when the child would be born ill or handicapped). However, the Polish government is now 

clothing itself in a cape of religious morality that cannot be questioned. As they are 

believers in the Catholic faith, they must simply do as the Church dictates. This moves 

Poland further away from a form of government based upon the opinions of the majority, 

http://bit.ly/209Q9W3


and towards one that is run according to the ideology and decisions of a religious 

institution. 

The claim by leading members of PiS that they are simply following their faith through 

obeying the decisions of the Catholic Church is misleading. For example, the Pope last 

year made a strong statement urging action on climate change, arguing that it ‘is a 

problem which can no longer be left to a future generation’ Meanwhile, the present 

Minister of the Environment is someone who in the past has claimed that climate change 

is not a threat and the government has recently announced a drastic increase in logging 

in the country’s unique Białowieża forest. 

Likewise, Pope Francis has repeatedly called for help for refugees during the present 

crisis, stating that all religious communities should aid and give shelter to refugees 

However, the present Polish government has been one of the most hostile to refugees 

and, after the recent terrorist attacks in Brussels, it quickly announced that it would no 

longer take the quota of refugees that it had agreed previously with the EU. Therefore, 

whilst the conservative right in Poland is now talking about the ‘rights of children’ it is 

turning a blind eye to those refugee children being washed up on the shores of southern 

Europe, or the estimated 10,000 refugee children that have gone missing in Europe since 

the crisis began. 

This blatant attack on the reproductive rights of women has been met with strong 

resistance. On Saturday (2 April), the left-wing party Razem organised protests around 

the country, including a demonstration of around 7,000 in front of the parliament. The 

atmosphere was defiant, with protestors holding up coat hangers as a symbol of the 

brutality of illegal abortions. A coalition of women’s groups and other organisations has 

been formed to protest against the government’s proposal, with a large demonstration 

planned in Warsaw this Saturday (9 April). Already, solidarity protests have been 

organised in other countries, with the Young Labour Women organisation also holding a 

picket in front of the Polish embassy in London this Saturday. 

This aggressive move by PiS and the hierarchy of the Catholic Church is another sign of 

the anti-democratic and socially regressive nature of the present government. If it goes 

ahead with its stated intention to support the project to completely ban abortion in 

Poland, then the divisions and conflicts within the country will only intensify. The fight to 

defend women’s reproductive rights from further erosion in Poland is part of a wider 

movement to oppose a government that is becoming increasingly authoritarian and 

regressive. 

 

EGYPT: Why Egyptians have mobilized against public 
sexual violence 

The Washington Post (06.04.2016) - http://wapo.st/23oMuZY - In 2012, young Egyptian 

female and male activists launched a number of groups dedicated to ending public sexual 

violence, or PSV. They sought to end sexual harassment — ranging from catcalls to 

groping women’s bodies — on the street and in public transit, and to stop mass sexual 

assault on major shopping boulevards during the Eid holidays or political protests, when 

groups of men grabbed and stripped women, and in some cases raped them with sharp 

objects. 

 

This activism represents the kind of change political scientists often miss. Democracy 

advocates and political scientists alike tend to focus on quantifiable changes in electoral 

politics, laws and constitutions. But how can we measure less tangible changes in societal 

norms that may have even more impact on securing citizens’ daily freedoms? Though 

Egypt has not witnessed the democratic blossoming many had hoped for in the 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/apr/03/poland-europe-bialowieza-forest-eu
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immediate aftermath of the uprisings, discourse on key social issues has evolved in 

significant ways. 

 

In the decade before Hosni Mubarak’s February 2011 overthrow, women’s rights activism 

in Egypt focused on improving girls’ and women’s legal rights in the private sphere, 

including increasing access to divorce and raising girls’ marriage age. This activism was 

led by female lawyers, professors and other professionally accomplished, primarily 

middle-aged women. 

 

In contrast with earlier women’s rights activism, the main objective of the 2012 anti-PSV 

work done by groups, such as Basma, Anti-Harassment Movement and Operation Anti-

Sexual Harassment/Assault (OpAntiSH), was not legal change. While activists took pride 

in 2014 amendments to the penal code on harassment, a major short-term goal was to 

physically intervene to prevent instances of PSV — that is, until President Abdel Fatah al-

Sissi’s crackdown on activism in public spaces rendered this impossible. The long-term 

objective remains changing the norms used to justify PSV. 

 

What allowed this new form of activism to emerge, and how does it matter? In addition 

to the creation of new youth movements, significant structural change in the Egyptian TV 

sphere after 2011 markedly expanded televised discussions of public sexual violence. 

This coverage has helped to spread and normalize two arguments central to anti-PSV 

activism: that perpetrators are engaging in an unacceptable, and criminal, form of 

behavior, not excusable by any form of women’s dress; and that it is the responsibility of 

all Egyptians — everyday citizens and leaders alike — to work to stop it. 

 

Privately owned satellite TV channels — as opposed to programming created directly by 

state agencies on state channels — are widely viewed in Egypt, with cost not a significant 

barrier due to the ubiquity of illegal access. Coverage of PSV on satellite TV began during 

the late Mubarak era, but until December 2010 it was episodic and usually in reaction to 

high-profile events. In 2006, a group of men grabbed and stripped women in front of a 

Cairo cinema during Eid celebrations, and no TV station discussed the assaults for three 

days until activist Nawara Negm appeared on an episode of Mona al-Shazly’s “al Ashira 

Mas’aan” show discussing Ramadan soap operas. Negm’s on-air suggestion that the 

guests address the assaults instead led al-Shazly to interview bystanders and ask the 

Ministry of Interior for a response. Al-Shazly returned to harassment issues with an 

October 2008 interview with Noha Rushdy, the first woman to sue her harasser in court. 

 

More regular coverage of PSV would only begin two months before Mubarak was 

overthrown, in December 2010, as hosts began covering new anti-PSV initiatives. This 

included an interview with Engy Ghozlan, a co-founder of HarassMap, the first major 

organization dedicated to stopping PSV, which had opened only one month earlier. 

 

In the months after Mubarak’s overthrow, the satellite media landscape changed 

dramatically. While only five private satellite channels existed in January 2011, by 

September, the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces had licensed 16 new satellite 

stations, including the Muslim Brotherhood’s Misr 25. As the number and ideological 

diversity of satellite programs increased, new types of programming also emerged, 

including the investigative journalism program “Awwal al-Kheit” and humor programs, 

such as “Hukumat Nuss al-Layl” and Bassem Youssef’s “al-Birnamij.” These new 

programs publicized the work and mainstreamed the narratives of anti-PSV groups. 

 

It is possible, but unlikely, that the significant increase in TV coverage of PSV after 

Mubarak’s overthrow was simply a reflection of an enormous increase in the phenomenon 

itself post-2011. Sexual harassment was widespread under Mubarak, with a 2008 survey 

in three governorates by the Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights finding that 83 percent 

of women had been harassed, 46 percent on a daily basis. A 2013 U.N. survey of women 

in seven governorates found that 99 percent of women had experienced harassment, 



with 49 percent saying it occurred daily. Studies asking women whether harassment has 

increased since Mubarak’s overthrow have found a range of results, from unanimous 

reports of increases in one study to more equivocal responses in the U.N. Women 2013 

poll. However, one clear change in the post-2011 period was the emergence of mass 

sexual assaults at protests. 

 

Mass assaults were not unknown during the Mubarak era, including the 2006 Eid attacks, 

but the number and brutality of such attacks increased dramatically at protests between 

2012 and 2014, with groups like Tahrir Bodyguard and OpAntiSH created to rescue 

women assaulted in Tahrir protests. Many TV programs took these attacks as a 

springboard from which to discuss PSV more generally. But the activism of new anti-PSV 

groups also played a key role in pushing the issue onto the agenda and shaping how it 

was discussed, from programs that detailed how anti-harassment and assault groups 

worked to the many TV hosts who allotted significant airtime to activists. 

 

Challenging dominant discourses: Does women’s dress cause harassment? 

 

The most widespread “justification” for PSV is that women’s “improper” appearance — a 

category that could include lack of veiling and wearing form-fitting clothing — causes 

harassment. In the U.N. Women 2013 survey, the most prominent reason men gave for 

harassing women was dress, with 73 percent of men indicating that “the girl’s dress was 

not decent and revealed her body contours” as a reason for harassment. 

 

Several new satellite shows tackled this issue head on. An April 2014 episode of the 

comedy show “Hukumat Nuss al-Layl” opened with the host, surrounded by mannequins 

covered in white sheets, scoffing at claims that women bore no responsibility for 

harassment. The host uncovered the first mannequin to show a female form in a 

sleeveless bandeau and tight pants and asked, “what about this woman isn’t asking to be 

harassed?” Each mannequin that he uncovered was more conservatively dressed than 

the previous one. As he undraped the last mannequin, he asked, “what respectable 

woman who doesn’t want to be harassed would walk in the street dressed like this?” 

while uncovering a form dressed in a black niqab only showing the eyes and a 

voluminous black dress. Later in the segment the host interviewed Tahrir Bodyguard 

member Mary Awadallah about myths and realities surrounding PSV. 

 

The extent to which women-blaming narratives have been increasingly challenged can be 

seen in the fact that they are beginning, on occasion, to be rejected even on Islamist 

programs. On an October 2012 episode of “Sitt al-Banaat,” a talk show aimed at women 

on the Muslim Brotherhood’s Misr 25 channel, host Shahinaz Mahmoud rejected the idea 

that women were responsible for harassment and praised women who reported their 

harassers to the police. While another host, Nour Abdullah, suggested that “immodest” 

dress might facilitate harassment, the segment was dominated by a psychologist who 

insisted that even public nakedness could not legitimize harassment, a narrative 

strengthened by an interview with activists from Basma, best known for forming groups 

to stop Eid harassment, and Against Harassment. 

 

Even Salafi channels, which feature repeated invectives against women in the public 

sphere, are not immune. On a February 2013 episode of the show “Masabih al-Buyut” on 

the Salafi al-Hafeth channel, an Islamist-leaning professor of criminal law, a member of 

the upper house of parliament from the Muslim Brotherhood’s ruling Freedom and Justice 

Party and Ayman Nagy of Against Harassment debated the causes of PSV. Unsurprisingly, 

the guests disagreed strongly with Nagy on the role of women’s dress, with the law 

professor arguing that it facilitated harassment while Nagy responded that “we [men] are 

not animals walking in the street … [as if] I have to attack any woman I walk behind.” 

More surprising was that host Ahmed Baha repeatedly contested his guests’ claims that 

“inappropriate” dress facilitated PSV, at one point arguing that in the 1960s and 1970s 



there was much less harassment despite the fact that most women were unveiled and 

many wore short skirts. 

 

In a clear sign of changing social narratives, talk show host Riham Sa’id was suspended 

after an October broadcast in which she showed private photos of a woman who had 

been assaulted in a mall and suggested that more conservative dress would have 

prevented such assault, leading advertisers on the show to withdraw their sponsorship. 

 

Questions of accountability 

 

Activists assert that all citizens need to fight PSV and hold leaders accountable for 

encouraging or neglecting it. The work of everyday citizens against harassment has been 

lauded by hosts across the political spectrum, from the liberal Bassem Youssef, who 

praised activists from OpAntiSH and Tahrir Bodyguard as “people who are really making 

a difference,” to the previously mentioned Muslim Brotherhood “Sitt al-Banaat” program, 

whose hosts extolled their activist guests as “beautiful and positive.” More important, 

satellite TV has also facilitated challenges of both Islamist and military leaders. In 

November 2012, Azza Soliman, then the director of the Center for Egyptian Women’s 

Legal Assistance, and a leader of I Saw Harassment, appeared on ONTV’s program “al 

Sura al Kamila.” Host Liliane Daoud confronted Saad Amara, a Freedom and Justice Party 

leader, with recent statements by Muslim Brotherhood leaders blaming women for 

harassment, after which the activists sparred with Amara and Nader al-Bakkar, the then-

spokesman for the Salafi al-Nour party. 

 

Even as criticism of the Sissi government has slowed to a trickle in satellite media, an 

assault on women at the mass celebrations of Sissi’s June 2014 election prompted pro-

Sissi talk show host Lamis Hadidi to excoriate the minister of health for public hospitals’ 

lackadaisical response. 

 

It is too early to tell definitively whether the changing discourse about PSV in the satellite 

media is decreasing harassment on the ground. But the development and spread of a 

changing narrative reminds us of something that political scientists often forget – that 

the results of periods of political upheaval cannot be measured only by changes in the 

formal political sphere, and that “revolutions,” which so far have definitively failed to 

usher in stable, liberal politics, can nonetheless advance important social changes. 

 

EGYPT: Egyptian feminist leader Mozn Hassan resolute in 
face of official investigation 

Nazra for Feminist Studies head receives widespread support over claims NGO 

is illegal as crackdown on Egyptian civil society is condemned 

 

The Guardian (31.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1XqLiyg - The head of a women’s rights 

organisation remained defiant after becoming the focus of an investigation launched by 

the Egyptian authorities as part of its ongoing crackdown on civil society. 

 

Mozn Hassan, executive director of Nazra for Feminist Studies, said the group would 

continue to work, regardless of what happened to her. 

 

Hassan has been summoned for questioning, along with other staff, over claims that 

Nazra has been operating illegally. 

 

“Other people will carry on the work,” she said. “I know it’s my choice. I have this 

passion about feminism in my country. I know it sounds cheesy, but there is something 

about Nazra. It’s not about [one] person – we’ve really managed to have this collective. 

http://bit.ly/1XqLiyg


 

“I know other people in Egypt are managing things. It’s not about me existing … People 

who have been in this process, I think they will continue.” 

 

Hassan, speaking during the Commission on the Status of Women in New York earlier 

this month, received a summons to appear before authorities during the annual two-

week meeting. 

 

She was was due to be questioned on Tuesday, but the hearing was postponed. 

 

This week, women’s rights activists and academics from around the world signed 

statements denouncing the attack on Nazra and the increasing clampdown on feminist 

groups and rights defenders. 

 

In a statement on Monday, 43 women’s rights organisations condemned “the escalating 

targeting of civil society organisations in Egypt, and in particular the targeting by the 

authorities of the Egyptian feminist organisation Nazra for Feminist Studies, founded and 

led by woman [sic] human rights defender Mozn Hassan, who is a prominent feminist and 

is known for her extensive work on feminist movement-building and combating sexual 

violence in the public sphere”. 

 

The statement added that the summoning of Hassan followed “numerous steps taken to 

stifle her activism in the public space, including systemic smear campaigns against her 

and other civil society leaders, issuance of a gag order on the media for coverage of the 

foreign funding case, in addition to the lack of transparency and non-declaration of 

charges directed against [her] until now.” 

 

The statement called on the authorities to drop the case against Nazra. “Instead, the 

Egyptian state should be taking all measures necessary to acknowledge the important 

and pivotal work … Hassan conducts in the advancement of women’s rights, provision of 

support services for survivors of sexual violence and a feminist discourse that is against 

all forms of violence and extremism.” 

 

Another statement, signed by 130 academics, added: “As academics, university 

professors and scholars, who are socially and politically engaged and concerned, we 

consider the investigation [against] Mozn Hassan a direct threat to the feminist and 

activist engagement of Nazra for Feminist Studies, whose work has focused on 

contributing to the continuity and development of the feminist movement in Egypt. We 

also view the investigation as part of the larger crackdown on civil society organisations, 

and on fundamental freedoms and rights in Egypt, including academic freedoms.” 

 

Hassan is being investigated under case 173/2011, known as the “foreign funding case” 

because it targets local and international NGOs for illegally receiving funding from 

overseas. 

 

Investigations began in 2011 and resulted in the conviction of 43 NGO employees in 

2013. The government has recently reopened the case, which has led to travel bans, 

asset freezes and the questioning of prominent activists. 

 

Other groups currently under investigation include the Cairo Institute for Human Rights 

Studies, the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, the Arabic Network for Human Rights 

Information, the Nadeem Center for Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence, and the human 

rights activist Negad el-Borai. 

 

“Public spaces are shrinking [for civil society], but now they are closing the space,” said 

Hassan. “Things have been happening in the last two months.” 

 



She said she believes Nazra, which has been registered as an NGO since 2007, is being 

specifically targeted because it campaigns for human rights. “We’re not this nice 

acceptable women’s organisation, we’re not a development-only [organisation]. We think 

the feminist movement is a political movement. We’ve always had a human rights 

perspective … we are not like other feminist organisations.” 

 

She added: “If they want me, better to take me then the rest of the team. 

 

“We are trying to have a survival mechanism. As long as we can work, we are doing 

things.” 

 

INDIA: Indian villagers block women activists from 
Hindu temple 

Kuwait Times (02.04.2016) - http://bit.ly/1YcRRof - Angry villagers blocked a group of 

women activists from entering the inner sanctum of a temple in western India yesterday, 

despite a court order mandating Hindu women’s right to worship. 

 

The high court in Mumbai said Friday women had a fundamental right to enter temples 

and directed authorities not to bar them from any Hindu place of worship across the state 

of Maharashtra. Buoyed by the high court order, a group of about 30 women activists 

tried to enter the shrine of Shani Shingnapur temple in Ahmednagar district on Saturday, 

television footage showed. 

 

But hundreds of villagers-both male and female-who believe in the centuries-old tradition 

of barring women from entering the shrine formed a human wall, forcing the female 

protesters to retreat. “The honorable court has recognized our right to pray. Police must 

provide us protection and allow us to enter the shrine,” Trupti Desai, the activists’ leader, 

told TV channels. 

 

“We will not leave without entering the platform (where the Shani idol is kept),” she said 

amid chaotic scenes on the temple grounds. A few Hindu temples in India ban women 

from entering the inner sanctum, with Kerala’s famous Sabarimala temple barring all 

female worshippers aged between 10 and 50 years. 

 

The court also said Friday that state authorities must implement a 1956 law on Hindu 

worship, which stipulates that a person who prevents women from entering a temple can 

be imprisoned for six months. The court’s directive came after Desai challenged the ban 

and called it “a symbol of gender inequality” that should not be tolerated in the 21st 

century. 

 

Women have also been prevented from entering Mumbai’s Haji Ali Dargah mausoleum 

since 2011, with its trust saying close female proximity to the tomb of a revered saint is 

“a grievous sin” in Islam. 

 

Maharashtra Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis had earlier voiced support for Desai, 

saying Indian culture and Hindu religion gave women the equal right to pray. Around 80 

percent of India’s 1.2 billion population is Hindu, but the country is also home to large 

numbers of Muslims, Christians and Buddhists.  

 

http://bit.ly/1YcRRof


PAKISTAN: Pakistan honour killings on the rise, report 
reveals 

Nearly 1,100 women were killed in Pakistan last year by relatives who believed 

they had dishonoured their families, the country's independent Human Rights 

Commission says. 

 

BBC (01.04.2016) - http://bbc.in/1RDapdd - In its annual report the commission said 

900 more women suffered sexual violence and nearly 800 took, or tried to take, their 

own lives. 

In 2014 about 1,000 women died in honour-related attacks and 869 in 2013. 

Correspondents say a large number of such crimes go unreported in Pakistan. 

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif has said there is no place in Islam for killing in the name of 

family honour. 

"The predominant causes of these killings in 2015 were domestic disputes, alleged illicit 

relations and exercising the right of choice in marriage," the report said. 

Most of the 1,096 victims were shot, the report said, but attacks with acid were also 

common. 

Among the cases highlighted in the report are a man who shot dead his two sisters in 

Sargodha, Punjab, because he believed they had "bad character" and three teenage girls 

killed by their male cousin for "dishonouring" their family in Pakpattan, Punjab. 

The report said that 88 men were also the victims of honour killings last year. 

In February, Punjab, the country's largest province, passed a landmark law criminalising 

all forms of violence against women. 

However, more than 30 religious groups, including all the mainstream Islamic political 

parties, have threatened to launch protests if the law is not repealed. 

Religious groups have equated women's rights campaigns with promotion of obscenity. 

They say the new Punjab law will increase the divorce rate and destroy the country's 

traditional family system. 

Among the most infamous cases of honour killing in Pakistan was the stoning to death of 

Farzana Parveen in 2014 outside the High Court in Lahore. She had married against her 

family's wishes. 

Her father, brother, cousin and former fiance were all found guilty of murder. Another 

brother received a 10-year jail sentence. 

The issue of honour killings in Pakistan inspired a documentary film, A Girl in the River - 

The Price of Forgiveness, which won its creator, Sharmeen Obaid Chinoy, an Oscar at this 

year's Academy Awards. 

In her acceptance speech, she said it was after seeing the film that Prime Minister Nawaz 

Sharif had vowed to change the law on honour killings. 

 

http://bbc.in/1RDapdd


SAUDI ARABIA: No tight ‘abaya’ in Saudi soon 

HRWF Statement: The proposed law presents several challenges to the 

advancement of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia. If the reason for further 

restricting women’s dress is the bad behaviour of men, then clearly there is a 

problem within Saudi society regarding the treatment of women with respect. 

The Saudi government would do much better to sanction the offenders than to 

punish the victims. Women should not have to hide themselves in order to be 

safe in society and free from harassment. This legislation is ill-conceived, 

misdirected and vaguely-worded. It should be vigorously opposed in the 

forthcoming debate in the Shura. 

 

Emirates247 (30.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1oBe0jO - Saudi Arabia is set to ban women 

from wearing tight abayas (gowns) in public places following a surge in harassment 

incidents, a newspaper reported on Wednesday. 

 

The Shura (appointed parliament) in the conservative Gulf Kingdom will debate the 

decision shortly at the request of a female member, Sada said. 

 

It quoted “informed sources” as saying the decision would authorize the Commission for 

the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, the country’s feared religious police, to 

arrest woman who violate the new rule. 

 

“The decision follows a large increase in incidents involving harassment and molestation 

of women,” it said. 

 

“According to the sources, the Shura is expected to unanimously vote in favor of the new 

rule which bans women from wearing tight abayas in shopping malls and other public 

places in the Kingdom.” 

 

AFRICA: Finally girls matter: Why religious leaders are 
vital in the fight to end FGM  

In The Gambia renowned hardliner Imam Fatty admitted that FGM is not a 

religious obligation – this is progress. 

 

The Guardian (22.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1SP58BO - As someone who comes from a 

very conservative Muslim household, one of my biggest struggles has been trying 

understand the link between Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) and Islam. My father is an 

Imam and growing up I always heard my family refer to FGM as sunna. Even though 

sunna is not an obligation, it is a favoured action in Islam. 

 

Last year I sat down with Imam Fatty, the former imam of the State House Mosque who 

has strongly advocated FGM in the Gambia. 

Although we did not agree on the majority of issues around FGM, it was an important 

moment when the renowned hardliner admitted to me that FGM is not a religious 

obligation. 

This was a huge step forward for the campaign. In the past few months we’ve witnessed 

previously unthinkable changes in the approach to FGM in the Gambia. In November the 

country’s President Jammeh agreed to ban the practice and since then we have been 

working behind the scenes to make sure that this law is really used to protect the rights 

and lives of young women from FGM. 

http://bit.ly/1oBe0jO
http://bit.ly/1SP58BO
http://kibaaro.com/gambian-imam-denies-fgm-in-the-country/
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/nov/24/the-gambia-bans-female-genital-mutilation


My team and I in partnership with Think Young Women and Women’s Bureau with 

funding from The Morris and Alma Schapiro Fund and The Girl Generation organised the 

first National Islamic conference in The Gambia. 

This event gathered religious leaders from all regions of the country and also with well-

known religious scholars from Senegal and Mauritania. In the lead-up to the conference 

we were faced with a number of hurdles that we had to overcome and even getting some 

of the religious leaders in the room proved difficult. Ninety per cent of the religious 

leaders who attended were pro FGM, and this was a steep learning curve for us as we 

were addressing an audience who we needed to convince to come on side. 

It was important for us to provide a space where we could encourage them to engage in 

the issue and speak their minds so that we could find a way to move forward together. 

By the end of the conference we could sense that something had changed. The general 

consensus was that FGM is a harmful practice that is not Islamic, although there are 

some who still need to be convinced. 

A simple majority of 16 from the Supreme Islamic Council agreed that circumcision or 

mutilation, should be stopped as recent times has proven that the practice causes more 

harm than good. These sixteen religious leaders signed a declaration to join other leaders 

involved in the fight to end FGM in The Gambia. 

One statement that really stuck in my mind was by a religious scholar from Farafeni. He 

is known as one of the most pro FGM religious leaders. At the end of the conference he 

stood up and said: “If this practice is bad for our daughters, lets please end it now”. He 

then walked up to me outside and thanked me. 

Culture is not stagnant. When you look at where we started to where we are now, you 

will see that change is happening. 

This conference was needed to create an understanding than FGM is not just an Islamic 

issue but it also practised in non-Islamic states and communities such as those in Kenya, 

Nigeria and Tanzania. By addressing the misconceptions around FGM and Islam with 

discussions involving religious leaders, The Gambia can serve as a model for other 

countries in Africa. 

 

There is hope for the millions of girls that are at risk and as young people, with the future 

ahead of us, we know that hope is the only thing stronger than fear. 

 

WORLD: UN welcomes ICC's first conviction for rape as 
war crime 

UN.org (22.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/1S5GJFh - Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today 

welcomed the judgement issued by the International Criminal Court in the case of former 

Congolese vice-president Jean-Pierre Bemba. 

 

“The judgment of the Court reaffirms that impunity will not be tolerated and sends a 

strong signal that commanders will be held responsible for international crimes 

committed by those under their authority,” the Secretary-General said in a statement. 

 

Mr. Bemba had been the commander-in-chief of the former Congolese rebel group, the 

Movement for the Liberation of Congo, as well as a vice president of the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo during the 2003-2006 transition. 

 

http://www.thinkyoungwomen.org/
http://www.theguardian.com/world/africa
http://bit.ly/1S5GJFh


In a ruling issued yesterday, the ICC found him guilty on five charges of crimes against 

humanity and war crimes, including rape, murder and pillage, committed in 2002-2003 in 

neighbouring Central African Republic. More than 5,000 victims were granted the right to 

participate in the proceedings. 

 

The case was the first before the ICC to focus on sexual violence as a weapon of war, as 

well as on a senior military official whose forces carried out the atrocities – even if he had 

not directly ordered them to do so. 

 

In his statement, Mr. Ban called the judgement “a significant step towards bringing 

justice to the victims of these horrendous crimes in the Central African Republic.” 

 

He also highlighted the critical need to eradicate sexual- and gender-based violence by 

addressing their widespread and systematic use as a weapon of war. 

 

Mr. Ban's Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict, Zainab Hawa Bangura, 

today said that the conviction of Mr. Bemba “sends a message to all that irrespective of 

your position in society, you will face the wrath of law.” 

 

Her office has been working with the Governments of the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo and the Central Africa Republic, among other countries, to eliminate the scourge 

of sexual violence in conflict. 

 

The head of UN Women, Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, also welcomed the landmark 

conviction as “a clear message that the international community will hold accountable 

those who fail to exercise their responsibilities as commanders to prevent and punish the 

use of sexual and gender-based crimes as weapons of war.” 

 

In a statement yesterday, the High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra'ad Al 

Hussein, said that he hoped “this judgement will act as a powerful deterrent against 

future serious human rights violations and abuses not just in CAR, but everywhere they 

are committed.” 

 

He added that it should also help make perpetrators understand that many victims and 

their supporters will never abandon their search for justice and accountability. 

 

EGYPT: Egypt may ban ‘Jewish’ niqab in public places 

Female Egyptian MP claims full-face head covering is un-Islamic, comes from 

Jewish communities that lived in Arabian peninsula 

 

The Times of Israel (12.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/22vCcqx - Egypt may soon ban women 

from wearing the niqab in public places and in government institutions, according to a 

report in the British Independent last week.  

 

The niqab is a more severe head covering than the hijab, which covers the head and 

leaves a woman’s face revealed. A niqab leaves only the eyes visible and is usually black 

in color. 

 

Parliament member Amna Nosseir, a professor of comparative jurisprudence at Al-Azhar 

University, is supporting the ban and said that the Niqab has non-Islamic origins. 

 

Nosseir said the restrictive head covering is in fact a Jewish tradition dating back to the 

Jewish communities that existed in the Arab peninsula before the beginning of Islam. 

 

http://bit.ly/22vCcqx


The female parliamentarian argued that several passages in the Quran contradict the use 

of a niqab and said the Muslim holy book advocates modest clothes and covered hair, but 

no cover for the face. 

 

Egypt, the Independent reported, has already passed several restrictions on wearing the 

niqab. Last month, Cairo University banned nurses and doctors from wearing it in 

medical schools and teaching hospital, explaining that the ban would “protect patients’ 

rights and interests.” 

 

In September 2015, the university banned academic staff from wearing niqabs in 

classrooms, after students complained that it was difficult for niqab wearers to 

communicate coherently with students. 

 

PAKISTAN: Top Punjab religious body rules that The 
Women’s Protection Law is “un-Islamic” 

Reuters (03.03.2016)- http://reut.rs/1RseXCF - A powerful Pakistani religious body that 

advises the government on the compatibility of laws with Islam on Thursday declared a 

new law that criminalizes violence against women to be "un-Islamic." 

The Women's Protection Act, passed by Pakistan's largest province of Punjab last week, 

gives unprecedented legal protection to women from domestic, psychological and sexual 

violence. It also calls for the creation of a toll-free abuse reporting hot line and the 

establishment of women's shelters. 

But since its passage in the Punjab assembly, many conservative clerics and religious 

leaders have denounced the new law as being in conflict with the Muslim holy book, the 

Koran, as well as Pakistan's constitution.  

"The whole law is wrong," Muhammad Khan Sherani, the head of the Council of Islamic 

Ideology said at a news conference, citing verses from the Koran to point out that the 

law was "un-Islamic." 

The 54-year-old council is known for its controversial decisions. In the past it has ruled 

that DNA cannot be used as primary evidence in rape cases, and it supported a law that 

requires women alleging rape to get four male witnesses to testify in court before a case 

is heard. 

The council's decision this January to block a bill to impose harsher penalties for 

marrying off girls as young as eight or nine has angered human rights activists. 

The new law establishes district-level panels to investigate reports of abuse, and 

mandates the use of GPS bracelets to keep track of offenders.  

It also sets punishments of up to a year in jail for violators of court orders related to 

domestic violence, with that period rising to two years for repeat offenders.  

Fazlur Rehman, the chief of one of Pakistan's largest religious parties, the Jamiat-i-Ulema 

Islam, said the law was in conflict with both Islam and the constitution of Pakistan. 

"This law makes a man insecure," he told journalists. "This law is an attempt to make 

Pakistan a Western colony again." 

http://reut.rs/1RseXCF


In 2013, more than 5,800 cases of violence against women were reported in Punjab 

alone, the province where Wednesday's law was passed, according to the Aurat 

Foundation, a women's rights advocacy group. 

Those cases represented 74 percent of the national total that year, the latest for which 

data is available. 

 

INDIA: Fighting female genital mutilation among India's 
Bohra 

FGM: girl-children of Dawoodi Bohra sect are the only Muslim women in India 

systematically and forcefully mutilated. 

 

Aljazeera (07.03.2016) - http://bit.ly/222OaUL - About 40 years ago at the age of seven, 

Masooma Ranalvi was lured to a dark alley in a decrepit-looking building by her 

grandma's promise of ice-cream. It is a day that she will never forget. 

 

"I remember it so clearly. I was told to lie down, my legs were held and I was cut with a 

razor. It was a sharp piercing pain. It was so scary and I couldn't stop crying," Ranalvi 

told Al Jazeera English. 

 

After the procedure, black powder was put on the wound and for the next 10 days 

Ranalvi suffered silently in pain. 

 

"It happened in such a primitive way but we were in the throbbing metropolis of Mumbai. 

Even to date, what happened was never spoken about." 

 

Ranalvi, who grew up in Mumbai but has since moved to the country's capital, is one of 

the estimated 200 million girls and women alive today that have suffered female genital 

mutilation (FGM), according to the latest worldwide figures by UNICEF. 

 

But while FGM has been well-documented in countries including Egypt, Ethiopia and 

Indonesia, it has been shrouded in secrecy in India, where it is practised among the 

Dawoodi Bohra community, a Shia Muslim sect with origins linked to Africa and which is 

thought to number more than one million. 

 

While Muslims make up about 14 percent of India's population, FGM only occurs within 

this specific sect. 

 

It was not until Ranalvi was in her late 20s that she read about the practice in Africa and 

drew parallels with what had happened to her. 

 

"When I realised I was shattered. It was horrifying to realise that part of my clitoris was 

ripped out." 

 

'Speak out on FGM' 

 

While little was known about female genital mutilation in India, that is all changing 

thanks to Ranalvi and a group of women who have come together under the forum 

"Speak out on FGM" to tell of their experiences and to encourage other women to speak 

out too.  

 

Last month a petition was launched by 17 Bohra women calling for a law banning FGM in 

India. 

 

http://bit.ly/222OaUL


"A lot of Bohra women contacted me wanting to speak out and talk about what happened 

to them," Ranalvi said. 

 

"I needed to do something about it. All of us are scarred in some way. We were cheated 

in a clandestine way." 

 

Although it is not mentioned in the Quran, the Bohras consider Khatna - their name for 

female genital mutilation - to be a religious obligation. The Syedna, the religious head of 

the sect, who is based in Mumbai, supports the practice. Ranalvi said that the response 

of the religious head has been one of "silence". 

 

"He has decided to keep quiet and the practice continues unabated," she said. 

 

Dr Zeenat Shaukat Ali, a professor of Islamic Studies at St Xavier's College, in Mumbai, 

told Al Jazeera that the practice had nothing to do with religion. 

 

"Nowhere is it mentioned in the Quran, it is a 'tradition'. It has nothing to do with 

religion. We always have this tendency to confuse religion and culture," she said. 

 

"The idea is to suppress women, to dominate them. The practice is not acceptable for 

other Muslims in India except the Bohra sect. It is really not acceptable." 

 

Ali added that she was proud of the women who were taking a stand against it. 

 

FGM - 'a form of abuse' 

 

Tasneem, who didn't want to disclose her full name for fear of retribution in the 

community, was also cut at the age of seven. She too was lured by the promise of ice-

cream. 

 

"I realised that Khatna is not in the Quran. Why put girls through torture in the name of 

religion? We need to break the myth that it's compulsory. If something is advocated in 

the name of religion, it doesn't mean that it's right," she told Al Jazeera. 

 

She, and other Bohra women, believe that religion is used as an excuse to justify the 

practice which is done to "prevent promiscuity". Others in the community label it "female 

circumcision" as a means of justification - just as baby boys in the community have it 

done for health reasons. 

 

"God has made us the way we are. So what, sex shouldn't be for pleasure for women? 

We are meant to work in the house and act like robots?" 

 

Holding back tears, Tasneem spoke of her regret at having her 15-year-old daughter also 

cut at the age of seven. 

 

"I told her how sorry I am. If I was aware I would have fought against it. Every woman 

feels like they've been cheated," she said. 

 

"A revolution has to come and end this practice. Ultimately it's a form of abuse." 

 

Al Jazeera repeatedly called a Mumbai-based doctor who is well known for performing the 

procedure, only to be told several times that the wrong number had been reached. 

 

Stop the cutting 

 

For young Mumbai-based journalist, Aarefa Johari, speaking out against FGM was an 

obvious course of action. 



 

She said that the psychological impacts on women are vast, ranging from intimacy issues 

to marriage troubles and social anxiety. 

 

"They don't have the right to control women's sexuality. There is a complete lack of 

consent." 

 

More than a year ago, Johari and four other Bohra women began a group called Sahiyo 

which aims to create a safe space for women to speak about their experiences. The final 

goal is to empower Dawoodi Bohra and other Asian communities to end cutting. 

 

Sahiyo conducted a study to determine the prevalence of cutting among the community. 

The organisation study the incidence to be about 80 percent of girls, including other 

Bohra women who live outside India in countries including the US, UK and Australia. 

 

"More and more doctors are doing this," Johari said. 

 

But while Johari wants a law banning the practice, she admits it will be tough to achieve. 

 

"We've had no response from the clergy," she said. 

 

"If we're able to convince the leaders, maybe it'll be possible. We just need to build 

enough momentum and try and engage as many people as possible and then there will 

be a chance of legislation being effective." 

 

Ranalvi shares the same concerns. 

 

"Even if a law is passed, the practice is so secret it'll go underground. We need a change 

in hearts, minds and understanding. We have a long battle ahead and it won't happen 

easily," she said. 

 

"But even if one woman is stopped from getting her daughter cut, it's a big victory for us. 

That will make me happy." 

 

WORLD: Celebrating International Women’s Day 2016 

Human Rights Without Frontiers is celebrating International Women’s Day by 

launching a specific newsletter that is dedicated to Women’s Rights and Gender 

Equality. 

 

HRWF (08.03.2016) - Women comprise approximately half of the world’s population. 

They wear many hats in life as  community leaders, business owners, caretakers, role 

models, politicians, mothers, best friends, wives, and partners – just to name a few. 

Perhaps a lesser known role is that of women as refugee and peacekeeper.  

In honour of International Women’s Day, the European Parliament’s Committee on 

Women’s Rights and Gender Equality dedicated their committee meeting on the 3rd of 

March to “Women refugees and asylum seekers in the EU.” The event highlighted the 

pivoted role that women play in the current refugee situation facing the European Union 

and shed light on why more female voices need to be included around the peacekeeping 

and policy table.  

Although asylum laws seem to be gender neutral on their face, upon closer look you’ll 

see a different story. Reception centres for displaced people are – among various other 

problems – falling short on facilities to deal with the fundamental needs of the women 



they are receiving. Many times women have left their country of origin where they were 

“weapons of war,” and they are subjected to much of the same when they try to escape 

it, falling into the hands of smugglers or traffickers. And then again when they reach a 

so-called “safe-country,” they may continue to face abuse, discrimination, and/or 

neglect. Reception centres often lack separate housing accommodations for men, 

women, and unaccompanied minors. Health services available to deal with women’s 

health, pregnancy, female genital mutilation (FGM) issues, etc. are inadequate to 

inexistent. Psychiatric care is also needed to help survivors of gender based violence 

(GBV). Without the proper measures in place to ensure their safety and integration into 

the society of their host country, they will not be able to care for their children, their 

families, become part of communities, work or start business to contribute economically, 

and generally be a source of stability and peace that is very much needed at this point in 

our modern history.  

There are, of course, many needs to be addressed and many stories to be told in order to 

shed the spotlight on a problem in order to find a solution. Woman as refugee and 

peacekeeper is just one of them. Human Rights Without Frontiers is celebrating 

International Women’s Day by launching a specific newsletter that is dedicated to 

Women’s Rights and Gender Equality. 

It has often been said, and stays steadfastly true, that “women’s rights are human 

rights.” And when the rights of women improve, this has a positive effect on the whole 

of humankind. 

Additional reading: 

European Parliament study on Female Refugees and Asylum Seekers 

European Parliament study on links between Women’s Empowerment and Sustainable 

Development 

UN Sustainable Development Goals 2030: Goal 5 

UN Women on International Women’s Day 

Interactive timeline: Women’s Footprint in History 

International Women’s Day website  

 

PAKISTAN: Christian women in Pakistan forcibly 
converted to Islam and married off to their kidnappers 

Tahira, 21, and Reema Bibi, 20, were abducted near their home last December. 

The Muslim men who took them, raped them and forcibly married them, and 

then kept them segregated. At least 1,000 Christian women are forcibly 

converted in Pakistan each year. If they escape, the police arrests a family 

member. 

 

AsiaNews.it (26.02.2016) - http://bit.ly/1ROP16Q - Tahira, 21, and Reema Bibi, 20, are 

two Pakistani Christian women who were abducted on 2 December 2015 from near their 

home in Sargodha (Punjab) as they returned together from work. 

 

The two Muslim men who took the two young women, raped them, and then forcibly 

married them. Afterwards, they kept them segregated in their Islamabad home, this 

according to British Pakistani Christian Association (BPCA), an activist group that works 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/556929/IPOL_STU(2016)556929_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/556927/IPOL_IDA(2016)556927_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/556927/IPOL_IDA(2016)556927_EN.pdf
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality/
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/international-womens-day
http://interactive.unwomen.org/multimedia/timeline/womensfootprintinhistory/en/index.html
http://www.internationalwomensday.com/
http://bit.ly/1ROP16Q


for religious freedom in Pakistan, and monitors the continuous violations against 

minorities, especially women, which the government does not punish. 

 

Forced marriages have been a scourge in the Muslim nation for years, one that does not 

seem close to any resolution. The case of Tahira and Reema is emblematic. On 11 

February, Tahira managed to escape, but her Muslim "husband" filed a complaint with 

police, who immediately arrested six members of her family. The relatives were released 

thanks to pressure from human rights groups, but the authorities have ordered the 

family to return Tahira to her "husband." 

 

The BPCA reported a similar case a few days ago. A Christian woman was seized and 

forced to marry the Muslim owner of the house where she worked as a cleaner. After she 

managed to escape thanks to a colleague, the police ordered her family to hand her over 

to the authorities; otherwise, they would arrest a relative. 

 

According to a report by the Movement for Solidarity and Peace in Pakistan, at least 

1,000 Pakistani women and girls are forced into Muslim marriages and made to convert 

to Islam each year. However, the real number is certainly much higher, since many 

incidents go unreported. 

 

The aforementioned report found that forced marriages usually follow a similar pattern: 

females between the ages of 12 and 25 are abducted, made to convert to Islam, and 

then married to the abductor or an associate. 

 

Even if a case goes to court, the victims are threatened and pressured by their “husband” 

and his family to declare that their conversion was voluntary. 

 

Victims are often sexually abused, forced into prostitution, and suffer domestic abuse or 

even wind up in the human trafficking racket. Those who try to rebel are told that they 

“are now Muslims and that the punishment for apostasy is death”. 

 

In November 2015, the Pakistani Ministry of Religious Affairs and the Council of Islamic 

Ideology opposed a law on “forced conversion”, sparking dismay and protests among 

Pakistani Hindus and Christians. 

 

Since most minority Pakistanis are very poor, it is hard for them to have adequate 

political representation and receive justice. 

 

That of forced marriages is just one of many issues that religious and ethnic minorities 

face as they are deprived of their rights, even though they are formally guaranteed by 

the Constitution. 

 

A landmark Supreme Court ruling on 19 June 2014 took note of the injustice meted out 

to the country’s minorities. 

 

Headed by Chief Justice Tassaduq Hussain Jillani, the bench included justices Azmat 

Saeed and Mushir Alam. It found that the government is complicitous in the acts of 

injustice. Unfortunately, the court’s ruling did not spark any reaction from the 

government. 

 

In the latest case, the Asian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) has called for the return 

of Tahira and Reema to their families and criminal proceedings against their captors and 

rapists. Established in 1994, the AHRC is based in Hong Kong. 

 



PAKISTAN: Bill banning child marriage fails in Pakistan 
after it’s deemed ‘un-Islamic’ 

The Washington Post (15.01.2016) - http://wapo.st/1Sf3QmP - Pakistani lawmakers had 

to withdraw a bill aimed at curbing the practice of child marriage after a prominent 

religious body declared the legislation un-Islamic. 

 

The bill, which proposed raising the marriage age for females from 16 to 18, also called 

for harsher penalties for those who would arrange marriages involving children. Despite 

the laws in place, child marriages, particularly involving young female brides, are 

common in parts of the country. It's estimated that some 20 percent of girls in the 

country are married before they turn 18. 

 

But the Council of Islamic Ideology, a constitutional body which gives advice to 

parliament on the compatibility of laws with Sharia, appeared to slap down the legislation 

after deeming it "un-Islamic" and "blasphemous," according to Agence France Presse. It 

had already handed down a similar ruling in 2014. 

 

The council has garnered opprobrium in the past. In 2013, reports AFP, "it suggested 

making DNA inadmissible evidence in rape cases, instead calling for the revival of an 

Islamic law that makes it mandatory for a survivor to provide four witnesses to back their 

claims." 

 

Girls Not Brides, an international coalition of civil society organizations working against 

child marriage, cited this religious body as an obstacle toward reform. A number of 

provinces in Pakistan have pushed for legislation cracking down on child marriages, but 

implementing the law is more difficult. 

 

Clerics on the council object to minimum age requirements, arguing instead that an 

individual can marry once reaching puberty, which can be as early as the age of 9. 

 

http://wapo.st/1Sf3QmP

