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1. Summary  
 
1.1 Methodology 

This report draws on the resources and reports compiled, synthesized, and analysed by the country expert 
teams to produce the Gender Country Profiles during September 2014 – January 2015. This report also 
draws on a desk review from national and international sources specific to the ENP South region, and 
supplementary country information, in particular from Jordan and Tunisia1. The methodology for the 
Gender Country Profiles provides an analysis of the state of gender equality in each country, taking into 
consideration the sectors of concentration2 for the new programming period in line with the respective 
Single Support Framework (SSF). A set of guidelines3 was developed to provide orientation for the 
discussions with different categories of stakeholders. Due to conflict, instability and security concerns, field 
missions to Libya and Syria could not be undertaken and an alternative approach was adopted to gather in-
country information with key informants either in-country or as refugees in neighbouring countries.     
 

1.2 Main challenges and gaps for women’s rights and gender equality 

There is considerable regional diversity of ethnicity, religion and sect, dialect, country size and population, GDP, 
political evolution, and social progress which prioritizes learning lessons from country experience to 
develop a solid basis for region-wide exchanges of expertise and experience.  Overall poverty is on the rise 
with women-headed households disproportionally affected. Several countries are affected by unstable 
political transitions, violent conflicts led to millions of people internally displaced and refugees constitute a 
major security threat to neighbouring countries and the entire region.  
 
National mechanisms to uphold and safeguard women’s rights are evolving with diverse women’s machineries, different 
institutional structures and varying mandates. Most countries developed national gender equality strategies, 
reflecting a political commitment to advancing the status of women, although budgetary investment and 
technical capacity often fails to match such commitments. Relations with civil society and the media remain 
weak, and the role of parliaments in advancing gender equality is limited.  The lack and availability of data 
systematically disaggregated by sex persists throughout the region and the quality of national data is mixed, 
with an apparent lack in sub-national data. 
 
Throughout the region there is a growing fear that “women’s hard-won rights are retracting amidst the steady rise of 
extremist ideology, conservative backlashes and militaristic state reactions” threaten to reverse previous gains on equal 
rights. Persistent restrictions on civic organizations and human rights advocacy represent one of the main 
impediments to the expansion of women’s rights in the region, since activists are unable to organize and 
voice their demands without fear of persecution.  
 
While all countries under review ratified CEDAW and most constitutions uphold equality between citizens, 
stipulations that circumscribe women’s human rights within religious frames in Personal Status/Family 
Laws undermine constitutional guarantees of equality and are reflected in CEDAW reservations. The 
CEDAW reporting process, coupled with civil society activism, led several states to withdraw reservations. The challenge is 
to raise the level of awareness, especially among those who are more marginalised and more vulnerable to 
not having their rights respected. 
 
The inverted relation between impressive progress in human development indicators and excessively low economic 
participation for women remains a salient feature of the region. Women’s labour force participation remains 
the lowest in the world, while women’s unemployment remains the highest. Gender stereotyping in 
technical and tertiary education orientation are among the factors leading to a serious mismatch between 
educational qualifications and labour market needs.  
 

                                                 
1 See Annex III  
2 See Annex IV  
3 See Annex V 
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There is a strong prevalence of gender based violence across the region. Sexual violence, including rape, indecent assault and 
sexual harassment, has largely increased, in particular in countries going through armed conflict or political 
transition. Impunity is wide spread and not only caused by the transition processes, but rather stems from 
poor application of existing laws due to over-riding traditional attitudes by the judiciary and  communities, 
and weak government commitments. Laws continue to be lenient on honour crimes and taboos are still 
very strong related to sexual violence against boys. Few countries adopted a national strategy to combat 
violence against women. 
 
Women’s political participation remains low, particularly in parliament and political parties but progressed faster in sub-
national political bodies than at national level. The use of quotas has been diverse with mixed experience at both 
national and local levels but have been influential in increasing the proportion of seats held by women.  
Obstacles to women’s election include limited access to financial resources, limited mobility, and lacking 
the same patronage and networks as men.  

 
Women, and refugee women in particular, are still in the margins of regional and national decision-making and structures on 
peace and security. While several efforts have been made by human rights and peace organisations in the 
region, to date none of the 10 countries under review adopted a National Action Plan for the 
implementation of UNSCR 1325. Nevertheless these are important tools for women's organizations to 
pressure and demand women’s participation in peace and transition processes.  
 
Media played an important role in triggering awareness on issues of discrimination and social media, an important factor 
during the Arab Spring, is growing fast. With the expansion and diversification of civil society activism, networks’ 
capacities are particularly lacking communication technology, hampering the development of innovative 
strategies for information sharing and advocacy to challenge traditional gender perspectives, tackle issues 
of masculinity and engage men to join efforts to combat discrimination and violence against women.  

 
Addressing the impact of stereotypes on women’s political, economic, and social development necessitates attention to the impact 
of stereotypes on men, enabling men to recognise the benefits of gender equality and mobilising their active 
support against discriminatory legislation that impedes such equality. Experiences on issues of sexual 
harassment have served to mobilise men in support of women’s rights, not only because they identify with 
the victims, but also because men are victims too. 

 

1.3 Recommendations for future programming at regional/multi-country Level 

Based on the main gaps and challenges identified and building on the 2012-2016 Spring Forward for 
Women regional programme, in particular current actions undertaken on political and participation and 
women’s economic empowerment4 the following regionally supported programmes could be considered:  
 

a) A regional programme on women’s participation in the political sphere  

- Support building local level governance - women’s participation in local council elections is an 
important area for capacity development and a stepping-stone to national leadership.  

- Support the analysis and compilation of measures that have been influential in increasing women’s 
participation and representation in local and national level governance and share lessons learned.  
 

b) A multi-country programme aimed at promoting peace and security  
- Strengthen the role and sustainable participation of civil society groups in countries affected by 

conflict and countries undergoing unstable transitions, affected by rising militarism and extremism.  
- Support concerted efforts of women and human rights CSOs and advocates to include women in 

regional and national decision-making platforms on peace and security in cooperation with UN 
Peace-making forces and UN Women. 

- Support coordinated networks on women, peace and security to draw National Action Plans for 
the implementation of UNSCR 1325.  

                                                 
4 Evaluation of actions undertaken and lessons learned will provide further insights to shape the new regional programme. 
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c) A regional programme to reinforce women’s economic participation and empowerment 

 

- Promote prospects for women’s employment in the private sector labour force.  

- Support efforts to enhance women’s participation in non-traditional areas of study and bring 

vocational training more into line with market needs.  

- Enhance policy and institutional support for women’s enterprise development.  

- Support research to strengthen the evidence base on the barriers to women’s economic 
participation in the region and assess the impact of initiatives that have sought to address these 
constraints to inform future interventions.  
 

d) A multi-country programme to address the rise of violence against women and girls since 
the Arab Spring 

- Support the development/amendment of national legislation and the development/ 
implementation of national strategies to combat gender based violence, especially domestic 
violence and sexual violence, and impunity.  

- Strengthen local CSOs capacities to advocate for gender equality and women’s rights, in particular 
protection from violence.  

- Engaging men to join efforts to combat discrimination and violence against women.  
 
A core component of all the above mentioned priority areas is to strengthen national statistical capacities to provide adequate 
gender statistics, a pre-condition for gender aware policy and planning. This includes the collection of data in 
areas insufficiently covered; the collection of sub-national data; and improvements in the quality, analysis 
and accessibility of national data.  
 
The following key strategic mechanisms could guide the elaboration of strategies and programming in the areas 
identified:  

 Policy dialogue: influencing policy change through national/regional dialogue with key state/non-
state actors; support data and information analysis for gender policy. 

 Capacity development: building institutional capacity of key state/non-state actors to affect change for 
addressing inequality, e.g. key ministries, NWMs, CSOs, women’s rights/human rights 
organizations, youth organizations and religious institutions at local, national and regional level.  

 Knowledge development: supporting the identification of knowledge gaps and development of 
knowledge products through (action) research & studies; capitalize on analysis and lessons learned 
from good practice.  

 Communication and advocacy: promoting a culture of equality and facilitate a conducive environment 
for affecting change through targeted media campaigns, dissemination of promotional materials, 
etc. based on a comprehensive communication strategy and good data analysis.  
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2. Background  
 
2.1 Purpose 
The purpose of this report is to provide a general overview of the gender equality state of play in the 
Neighbourhood South Region by assessing and analysing the status of women in the eight countries covered 
by the EuropeAid regional project “Gender Profiles of the Neighbourhood South countries”: Algeria, Egypt, 
Lebanon, Israel, Libya, Morocco, Palestine and Syria, and in the two remaining Neighbourhood South 
countries not covered by the Gender Profiles project: Jordan and Tunisia5. 
The specific objective is to provide a regional analysis which highlights overall progress and challenges 
towards achieving gender equality and women’s rights in the ENP South region, commonalities and 
differences among countries, lessons learned and remaining gaps, with recommendations for future 
programming at regional and multi-country level within the new European Neighbourhood Instrument 
(ENI). 

 
2.2 Methodology 
This report draws on the resources and reports compiled, synthesized, and analysed by the country expert 
teams, comprising of gender and statistics experts6, and commissioned by the European Commission to 
produce the Gender Country Profiles during September 2014 – January 2015 in order to identify current 
gaps in the achievement of women’s human rights, key stakeholders and their priorities, areas of consensus 
and disagreement, and potential opportunities and entry points for gender mainstreaming in EC 
programming and the design of future actions at country level.  
 
This report also draws on a desk review of selected resources, reports and studies from national and 
international sources specific to the ENP South region, and supplementary country information, in 
particular from Jordan and Tunisia7.  
 
The methodology for the eight Gender Country Profiles is consistent with the Terms of Reference. It 
incorporates qualitative and quantitative information derived from sources listed below to provide an 
analysis of the state of gender equality in each country, taking into consideration the sectors of 
concentration8 for the new programming period in line with the respective Single Support Framework 
(SSF). In order to ensure an overall coherency in coverage of discussions across all Gender Country Profiles, 
a set of guidelines9 was developed to provide orientation for the discussions with different categories of 
stakeholders.  
 
Sources include: 

- Desk review of relevant gender data, reports, studies from a range of sources, national and 
international specific to the country. These include the most recent data (gender disaggregated 
where available) from the Central Bureau of Statistics, relevant development indicators (Human 
Development Report, 2014), strategic plans, reports and documents issued by key ministries, 
reports produced by prominent women’s organizations and other nongovernment organizations, 
and others. 

- Review of gender issues within a human rights framework and applicable international conventions 
and treaties; primarily the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women - CEDAW, United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325  on 
Women, Peace and Security, and related legal principles. 

- Validation and further verification of data and derived from field visits and in-depth interviews 
with key stakeholders including relevant government agencies, human rights organizations, experts 
in key sectors and representatives of women’s machineries.   

 

                                                 
5 Referred to as ‘ENPI South’ or as Southern partner countries. Due to the political situation Syria is not actively involved in data 
exchange or statistical cooperation activities. 
6 See Annex IV - Gender Profiles of the Neighbourhood South Countries: Authors and Priority Sectors  
7 See Annex III - Bibliography 
8 See Annex IV   
9 See Annex V- Guideline Questions Field Research 
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Due to conflict, instability and security concerns, field missions to Libya and Syria could not be undertaken 
and an alternative approach was adopted to gather in-country information. This included skype/telephone 
interviews with key informants either in-country or as refugees in neighbouring countries and 
communications with intermediaries involved in the country concerned.     

 
2.3 Terminology  
The meaning of gender equality and the purpose of gender analysis are still not fully understood in the ENP 
South region. Most people still think of these terms as concerning ”women’s issues” rather than dealing 
with gender gaps that disadvantage women as well as men.  For example, males may be at a disadvantage 
because they may be forced to find employment rather than to continue their education, while females may 
continue into tertiary-level education. This is also important in order to engage men in working for gender 
equality and women’s rights. 
 
In addition, women continue to be perceived as a vulnerable group, all too often lumped together with 
children and the disabled. Women may be part of vulnerable groups characterized, for example, by poverty, 
social exclusion and disability, and gender-based differences may be an additional factor affecting the type 
and extent of their vulnerability. However, this does not imply that women are inevitably vulnerable per se. 
Labelling women as vulnerable undermines efforts to perceive women as active agents of change who have 
rights and responsibilities in society and not passive recipients of support and also overlooks other markers 
of social stratification. 
 
Conceptual clarity is crucial for analysis, advocacy, and appropriate targeting of interventions. In this report, 
the term gender equality will be used only when it refers to the status of women vis-à-vis that of men. 
Discussion of gender equality will involve providing the evidence to identify areas that need to be addressed 
to achieve women’s empowerment as well as those where women and men are at a disadvantage as a result 
of traditional roles. 

 

3. Regional Context 
 

3.1 Demographic characteristics  
There is great diversity in population size between the 10 countries in the ENP South region. Egypt has 
the largest population at 82 million. The population of several countries – Algeria, Morocco, and Syria – is 
between 20 and 40 million, while Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya and Palestine are below 10 million. With 
some exceptions, the degree of urbanization and population density is high. In Egypt, nearly all of the 
population lives in Cairo and Alexandria; elsewhere on the banks of the Nile; in the Nile delta; and along 
the Suez Canal. The population of the Gaza Strip, is around 1.76 million people. These regions are among 
the world’s most densely populated areas on earth. 
 
Several countries still have among the highest population growth rates in the world, including Syria (2.3% 
for the period 2004-2008), and Jordan (3.5 % per year for the period 2010-201510). Such high growth rates 
exert serious strains on limited resources and living standards. There are also significant numbers of migrant 
labourers in countries such as Lebanon and Jordan. This continuing growth is complicating the region's 
capacity to adapt to social change, economic strains, and sometimes straining political transformations. 
Another demographic characteristic of the population is the large proportion of youth, a contributing factor 
to the Arab uprisings during 2011. In most countries of the ENP-South region, about one in every five 
persons (20 %) was aged between 15 and 24 in 2011. Only in Israel was the proportion lower (15.4 %).11  
 
Female-headed households12 account for a significant minority of households in several of the countries 
under consideration. In Egypt female-headed households constitute 15.1% of urban and 15.4% of rural 

                                                 
10 UN Statistics Division 2014 
11 Youth statistics - North Africa and Eastern Mediterranean. Eurostat – European Commission 10/2014 
12 Female Headed Households as defined by the ILO: Household where either no adult males are present, owing to divorce, 
separation, migration, non-marriage or widowhood, or where men, although present, do not contribute to the household 
income. (The ILO Thesaurus, 2005) 
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households although there is considerable variation between governorates, especially in rural areas,13 as 
economic pressures forced men to seek employment away from home, even abroad. In Palestine the 
proportion of female headed households increased from 8.8 in 2007 to 9.2 in 201414. In Jordan, a woman 
heads slightly more than one household in 10, partly due to husbands working abroad, while in Lebanon 
15.5 percent of all households are headed by women15 with considerable variation across the country, with 
higher rates in Beirut than in more conservative areas.  
 
This is further exacerbated by Syria’s civil war: UNHCR reports that the vast majority of some 2.8 million 
people who have fled Syria’s civil war seeking refuge in neighbouring countries are women and children.16 
Their displacement, while men stayed behind has forced a realignment of traditional gender roles, pushing 
women into positions as key breadwinners in the family, struggling to provide food and shelter for their 
children and often facing harassment, humiliation and isolation. 

 
3.2 Systems of government  

There are diverse systems of government in the region, including republics and monarchies, and all have 
equality specified in their constitutions, implicitly or explicitly. Some countries have held regular elections 
that are, however, organized to ensure re-election of the ruling regimes, while others have a mix of elected 
and appointed bodies that are also carefully controlled by ruling families. Over four years after the Arab 
Spring began, prospects for a more democratic region are ambiguous with a swing towards conservative 
Islamic groups potentially constrictive towards gender equality. Syria descended into civil war and territorial 
control changed many times since the country's uprising began four years ago.  
 
Ramifications of regime change for state-society relations in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya are still uncertain. 
Tunisia has achieved considerable success in adopting a constitution in 2014 that strongly protects women’s 
rights through a process that has remained reasonably democratic. Egypt on the other hand, has reverted 
to an authoritarian and repressive regime under military rule. With two governments competing for power 
and legitimacy and terrorist attacks on the rise Libya is a long way from the democratic transition envisaged 
after the toppling of Gaddafi’s regime in 2011.  
 
Of the republics – Egypt, Lebanon and Syria – Lebanon’s electoral process presents a distinct confessional 
form of parliamentary democracy, which is carried through in public posts and in ministerial composition. 
At the end of the civil war in 1990, an amended Constitution specified that appropriate measures would be 
taken to abolish confessionalism. The only progress made so far has been an equal division in allocation of 
the 128 seats in Parliament between Muslim and Christian confessional groups.  
 
Since the late 1989s Algeria has engaged in profound political reforms enhancing liberty and democracy 
and despite its violent context in the fight against terrorism, it accomplished significant reforms enhancing 
gender equality. Yet, with the re-election of President Bouteflika in 2014 there seems to be little room for 
change in Algeria’s political power structure which continues to rely heavily on the security forces and 
official bureaucracy.  

 
Israel is a parliamentary democracy represented by a very large number of parties, with universal suffrage 
for all citizens, regardless of race, religion, or sex, who are of voting age. However, the centrality of the 
military and religion in a democratic, westernized state constitute further challenges towards achieving social 
inclusion and gender equality.  
 
Countries in the ENP South region with constitutional monarchies are generally considered democratic, 
such as Jordan and Morocco, and more likely of moving towards “democratic parliamentary monarchy”. 
Morocco, through the inclusion of Islamism in its political landscape, has been able to foster a diverse 

                                                 
13 For example, female-headed households represent 28.2% of all households in rural Sohag and 23.2% in rural Qena. CAPMAS 
(2014), Women and Men in Egypt, Tables 4-22, pp. 5, 8 
14 Data from PCBS , Women and Men in Palestine, Issues and Statistics 2014 
15 Based on data in CAS (2007), Living Standards Survey 2007 , Table 1a, p126 
16 Source UNHCR (2014) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitutional_monarchies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jordan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Morocco
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dialogue between its different parties, channelling all efforts – as ideologically disparate as they may be – 
into advancing and consolidating Morocco’s democratic transition17.   
 
Marked by widespread corruption there are growing demands for transparency, particularly articulated 
during the Arab uprisings. Several countries have made positive steps toward reform, and some legislative 
progress has been made in the region through the ratification or accession to the United Nations 
Convention against Corruption18. However, the region lags behind in terms of key robust laws that can 
have a significant impact on improving integrity, transparency and accountability.  

 
3.3 Economic disparities  

While there are considerable differences in the economic status of the countries in the ENP South region, 
overall poverty is on the rise, partly due to cuts in social welfare programs that started long before the Arab 
Uprising. Regional economic growth suffered a sharp economic slowdown in the aftermath of 2011 
following years of turmoil. Some economies in the Middle East and North Africa appear to be stabilizing, 
although growth remains fragile and uneven19 both between and within countries, across urban and rural 
divides. Additionally, the region remains vulnerable to natural disasters, and suffers from the environmental 
challenges of water scarcity, land degradation and desertification. 
 
Millions of people live close to or below the poverty line throughout the region with women-headed 
households disproportionally affected. 25.2 % of Egyptians live at or below the national poverty line which 
has steadily grown from 16.7% in 2000; 19.6% in 2005; and 21.6% in 2009.20 In Lebanon an overall 36 .6% 
of the population are living below the national poverty line of $4 per day, based on 2004 data.21 A World 
Bank Economic and Social Assessment in 2013 estimated that by 2014, some 170,000 additional Lebanese 
would have been pushed into poverty as a result of the Syrian crisis, and unemployment would be doubled 
to above 20%, mostly unskilled youth. 22 In Morocco 13.3 percent of the population still living just above 
the poverty line with rural populations making up two-thirds of the poor, largely employed in informal 
agricultural (including fisheries and forestry)23.   

 
Since the region also includes several post-conflict or fragile areas, including the Palestine Territories of the 
West Bank and Gaza, countries are susceptible to negative economic shocks and larger segments of the 
population are at risk of falling further into poverty. The current humanitarian needs in Gaza are not just 
the result of the latest 2014 summer war, but also rooted in the prolonged occupation and conflict and 
years of Israeli blockade isolating Gaza. This has led to mass unemployment and poverty; more than 80% 
of Gaza’s population remains dependent on aid even before the latest war.24  
 
Of Palestinian families in Palestinian Territories 25.8 percent are estimated to live below the poverty line; 
with the percentages consistently higher in the Gaza Strip (38.8 percent compared to 17.8 percent in the 
West Bank). Those in “deep poverty” and primarily targeted by social protection policies – account for an 
overall 12.9 percent of Palestinians (as of 2011, 7.8 percent in the West Bank and 21.1 percent in the Gaza 
Strip).25 High poverty rates also correlate with the increase in female headed households; up from 8.8 
percent in 2007 to 9.2 in 2014.  
 

                                                 
17 See more at: http://moroccoonthemove.com/2015/02/19/islamism-morocco-sign-maturing-democracy-malika-
layadi/#sthash.g7Slz7JC.dpuf 
18 While the UNCAC has been signed by all countries in the region (and ratified by many, including Algeria, Egypt, Jordan,  
Morocco and Lebanon) implementation remains a major challenge for the present and future. - See more at: 
http://archive.transparency.org/regional_pages/africa_middle_east/middle_east_and_north_africa_mena#sthash.r5tVmlNo.dp
uf  
19 ILO (2013) Middle East and North Africa. Global Employment Trends: A recovery in activity, not in jobs 
20 World Bank, World Development Indicators: Egypt 
21 Lebanese Government and the United Nations in Lebanon (2014), Millennium Development Goals report for 2013-2014, pp22-24 
22 World Bank (2013), Lebanon - Economic and social impact assessment of the Syrian conflict,  p2 http://www-
wds.worldbank.org/external/Economic and social impact assessment of the Syrian conflictPDF/.pdf  
23 World Bank, Morocco Overview, January 2015 
24 UNWRA 2014 http://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/gaza-strip  
25 PCBS, October 7. 2014, op.cit 

http://archive.transparency.org/regional_pages/africa_middle_east/middle_east_and_north_africa_mena#sthash.r5tVmlNo.dpuf
http://archive.transparency.org/regional_pages/africa_middle_east/middle_east_and_north_africa_mena#sthash.r5tVmlNo.dpuf
http://data.worldbank.org/country/egypt-arab-republic?display=default
http://www-wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2013/09/24/000333037_20130924111238/Rendered/PDF/810980LB0box379831B00P14754500PUBLIC0.pdf
http://www-wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2013/09/24/000333037_20130924111238/Rendered/PDF/810980LB0box379831B00P14754500PUBLIC0.pdf
http://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/gaza-strip
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There is a wide range in the ability of each state to invest in its citizens’ health, education, and wellbeing, as 
is shown by the UNDP Human Development Index 2014 (HDI26). Despite its paucity of natural resources 
and oil wealth, Jordan was classified as a high human development country in the 2014 Human 
Development Report, ranking 77th out of 187 countries and territories with an increased HDI value from 
0.587 to 0.745, an increase of 27.0 percent. Similarly, Tunisia’s HDI value increased from 0.484 to 0.721, 
an increase of 49.0 percent — which is in the high human development category—positioning the country 
at 90 out of 187 countries and territories. This overall successful development is mainly due to the country’s 
good achievements with regard to health and income. However, regional disparities and inequality between 
rural and urban areas in Tunisia remain persistently large. 
 
Israel stands out with a HDI value for 2013 of 0.888— which is in the very high human development 
category—positioning the country at 19 out of 187 countries and territories. Between 1980 and 2013, 
Israel’s HDI value increased from 0.749 to 0.888, an increase of 18.5 percent. Yet, according to a recent 
OECD report27 Israel had the highest poverty rate of all developed nations, at 20.9% nearly double the 
OECD average of 11.3%, and was among the countries with the highest income inequality.28 

 
3.4 Countries affected by conflict  
War between and within countries has marked the region over the decades. Syria, Gaza and Libya are 
suffering from violent conflict that has devastated people’s lives, infrastructure and national economies, 
with spill overs to neighbouring countries such as Jordan and Lebanon. The “Arab-Spring” countries of 
Tunisia and Egypt are in the midst of challenging political transitions.  

 
The war in Syria, intensifying violence in 
Libya, and the ISIS29 threat have not only 
caused indescribable damage to life and 
property, but risk spreading to neighbouring 
countries and regions. The security situation 
in Syria remains volatile and humanitarian 
access is a continuing challenge. In the fourth 
year of the conflict, there are 3.9 million 
Syrian refugees in the region. In addition, over 
50,000 Syrians have sought asylum in more 
than 90 countries outside the region. Inside 
Syria, an estimated 10.8 million people are in 
need of humanitarian assistance, including 
some 6.5 million internally displaced people 
(IDPs).30  
 
The worsening conflict in Syria combined 
with political exclusion in Iraq provided fertile 

ground for the expansion of the Isis territory in the region. This has led to millions of people internally 
displaced and created urgent humanitarian needs, while also being a major security threat to neighbouring 
countries. Testimonies of women’s rights violations in Isis territory are alarming31. Women and girls’ 
obligations are detailed in “Women of the Islamic State: Manifesto and Case Study,” a document published 

                                                 
26 A composite index measuring average achievement in three basic dimensions of human development - a long and healthy life, 
knowledge and a decent standard of living.   
27 “Society at a Glance 2014” OECD March report http://www.oecd.org/israel/OECD-SocietyAtaGlance2014-Highlights-
Israel.pdf  
28 Ibid - measured by the Gini coefficient 
29 The Islamic State, also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (Isis) or the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (Isil) 
30 Source: UNHCR Middle East and North Africa 2015 
31   Expansion or Contraction? Women’s Rights in the MENA Region in 2015. Women’s Voices from Around the World. Wilson Centre 
Middle East Program. 
http://wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/expansion_or_contraction_women_rights_mena_region_2015_2.pdf  
The Guardian 17 February 2015: Double-layered veils and despair … women describe life under Isis. 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/17/isis-orders-women-iraq-syria-veils-gloves  

http://www.oecd.org/israel/OECD-SocietyAtaGlance2014-Highlights-Israel.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/israel/OECD-SocietyAtaGlance2014-Highlights-Israel.pdf
http://wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/expansion_or_contraction_women_rights_mena_region_2015_2.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/17/isis-orders-women-iraq-syria-veils-gloves
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by an all-female ISIS brigade in January 2015.32 The authors portray what life is like for women living under 
ISIS, detailing an idealistic experience in an effort to recruit other women from the region33.  
 
Libya is facing an extremely complex political and security situation. A confuse number of militias and other 
actors are controlling patches of territory while successive and competing governments – partially 
supported by outside actors – are unable to establish effective governing structures. Not least with the 
arrival of ISIS in Libya, the political and security environment in the country and the wider region looks 
increasingly grim and volatile.  
 
About a half million of Gaza’s population are refugees who reside mainly in the eight official camps 
administered by UNRWA. Jordan has been host to successive waves of Palestinian refugees who fled or 
were expelled from their homes and lands since 1948 and its population of an estimated 6 million in 2010 
includes 1.8 million UNRWA-registered Palestinian refugees from the 1948 Arab-Israeli conflict; some 
100,000 displaced from the Gaza Strip in 1967; and approximately one million Palestinians who hold 
Jordanian nationality from the West Bank and who arrived after the Israeli occupation in 1967. To date 
Jordan continues to be considerably affected by the security situation in the neighbouring Syrian Arab 
Republic (Syria) and the influx of Syrians into the country, as well as by developments in Iraq and Gaza in 
2014.  
 
Lebanon has also been a host country to Palestinian refugees, as have Syria and Egypt. Lebanon’s delicate 
confessional balance – 18 main confessional groups are officially recognised – repeatedly leads to conflict, 
most notably in a 15-year civil war (1975-1990). To date Syrians fleeing conflict continue to make up the 
majority of refugees in Lebanon. According to current projections, there will be over 1.3 million registered 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon at the start of 2015.34  

 

4. Shaping Women’s Status  
 
Several factors and actors shape women’s status in the ENP South region. The legal, socio-economic, and 
political dimensions will be addressed in the following three chapters. This chapter reviews the roles of 
different actors – government, “official” women’s groups, and civil society – in shaping the status of 
women.  

 
4.1 National mechanisms for gender equality  

The capacity of the state to respond to and act in favour of women’s rights and gender equality goals is 
generally defined as “state feminism35” and has marked the region since the earliest days of independent 
state systems. State feminism largely restricts the development of an independent feminist movement 
particularly in those states that have laws and regulations restricting civil society activism. In several 
countries, the national women’s machineries36 took on the role of supporting women’s participation in the 
development process within the boundaries set by state feminism.  
 
An effective form of state feminism is provided by Jordan, where there is strong political will in support 
for gender equality and women’s empowerment. For instance, the National Agenda calls for “eliminating 
all forms of discrimination against women” alongside public sector and economic reforms.  The royal family 
expresses commitment to gender equality and women’s empowerment through public statements, decrees, 
and active participation in NGOs (defined as “official” NGOs to distinguish them from independent civil 
society.) The Jordanian National Commission for Women serves as the national women’s machinery and 

                                                 
32 Girls can marry at the age of nine, should ideally have husbands by 16 or 17 and should not be corrupted by going to work. 
Women must stay behind closed doors and leave the house only in exceptional circumstances. Women are expected to be 
obedient wives and mothers, to cover themselves in public, to keep in line with Shari’a law and to support the terrorist 
organization’s mission.  
33 The semi-official Islamic State manifesto on women – believed to be the first of its kind – was published on a jihadi forum in 
Arabic in February 2015 and is purported to be by the media wing of the al-Khanssaa Brigade, an all-female militia set up by 
Islamic State (Isis). http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/05/jihadist-girl-marry-liberation-failed-islamic-state  
34 Source: UNHCR Lebanon 2015  
35 Joyce Outshoorn, Johanna Kantola: Changing State Feminism (2007)  
36 Also referred to as National mechanisms for gender equality or National mechanisms for the advancement of women 

file:///E:/Documents/EC%20GENDER%20COUNTRY%20PROFILES/Regional%20overview/Regional%20Overview/Islamic%20State%20(Isis)
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/05/jihadist-girl-marry-liberation-failed-islamic-state
http://www.unhcr.org/ga15/index.xml
http://www.palgrave.com/authors/author-detail/Joyce-Outshoorn/17035
http://www.palgrave.com/authors/author-detail/Johanna-Kantola/16018
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has effective collaboration with government despite its slender budget. Most ministries have a gender focal 
point and several have a unit charged with gender mainstreaming and/or specifically addressing women’s 
concerns. 
 
Similarly in Algeria there is a strong political will at all levels to strengthening Algeria’s international 
commitments towards gender equality. The National Council for the Family and Women in Algeria 
established in 2006, includes two internal committees, on women and on the family, which comprises 
around 50 representatives of various national institutions, operating at both national and local level. In 2008 
Algeria adopted the National Strategy for the Promotion and Integration of Women, including the 
establishment of the inter-ministerial committee, and the subsequent National Action Plan to implement 
the National Strategy 2010-201437, which aims to create a gender disaggregated database and to build 
capacities to promote gender equality and women’s empowerment.  
 
The legitimacy of national women’s machineries depends greatly on the quality of their relationship 
with women’s advocates and civil society organizations. Despite many positive developments, their 
relations with civil society, in particular autonomous women’s movements, generally remain weak, limiting 
efforts to achieve gender equality goals.  
 
Egypt is a striking example of how opposing relations between civil society actors and the national women’s 
machinery undermine women’s rights and gender equality goals. The National Council for Women38 has 
been rehabilitated as the official voice of women’s issues after being side-lined during the transitional rule 
of SCAF39 then the Morsi presidency. The Council is leading the drafting process for the new national 
strategy for combating violence against women, which has already been criticized by women’s rights 
organizations for its lack of transparency and inclusivity. Subsequently several women activists stayed away 
from an anti-sexual violence protest in June 2014 because of NCW involvement. In 2002, NCW set up a 
central Ombudsman Office and has since established branches in each of the governorates where women 
can bring discrimination complaints, receive legal advice, obtain information about their rights, and more.  
 
In Syria the national machinery for the advancement of women i.e., the Syrian Commission for Family 
Affairs and Population has been downgraded and reports to the Ministry of Social Affairs.40 While gender 
units were created in pre-uprising Syria, in its current form and with its current status the Commission lacks 
legitimacy and adequate human, technical and financial resources to effectively advocate for the 
advancement of women during a peacebuilding and reconstruction processes and adopt a national plan, in 
line with the Convention and Security Council resolution 1325 (2000). 
 
National women’s machineries in the region are evolving with diverse mechanisms, different 
locations and varying mandates (see Table 1 below). In some countries national mechanisms are located 
as ministries within government (e.g. Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Palestine), while others are semi-
governmental organisations reporting to the government (e.g. Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan). Over the past 
decade most countries developed national gender equality strategies, reflecting a political commitment to 
advancing the status of women, although budgetary investment and technical capacity often fails to match 
such commitments. Most countries also established gender equality units or appointed gender focal points 
in line ministries across the government, which often have a direct relationship to the central gender 
institutions. While many national mechanisms have direct access to the highest centre of power41 the 
capacities of gender units and their ability to influence decisions at the highest level remains limited.  
 
For example in Palestine, with the support of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA), several gender 
units have been set up within government ministries, but these units are reportedly not sufficiently 

                                                 
37 La Stratégie nationale d’intégration et de promotion de la femme 2008-2013, et son  plan opérationnel de 2010-2014  
38 Its president Mervat al-Tallawi incidentally oversaw the drafting of a repressive NGO law during her tenure as Minister of 
Social Affairs under Mubarak (Law No. 84 of 2002 on Associations and Foundations).  
39 Supreme Council of Armed Forces 
40 CEDAW Concluding observations on the second periodic report of Syria. Adopted by the Committee at its fifty-eighth session 
(30 June – 18 July 2014). 
41 Jad, Islah (2010). Strengthening National Mechanisms for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women. National Mechanisms for Gender 
Equality in the ESCWA Region. UN ESCWA  

http://nazra.org/en/2014/12/feminist-groups-and-organizations-collaborate-together-order-present-their-vision-national
http://www.dailynewsegypt.com/2014/06/15/demonstrators-rally-sexual-harassment-2/
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integrated into the regular functions of a given ministry; for example, they often lack separate budgets that 
would enable them to perform their jobs effectively. Recently, in a consultative process with key 
stakeholders, including civil society, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs47 developed the Cross-Sectoral 
National Gender Strategy 2014-2016 which was endorsed in 2014. The strategy builds on lessons learned 

                                                 
42 Israel has no national gender strategy but recently (2014) engaged in a promising process to adopt and implement a national 
action plan based on the principles of UN SCR 1325 proposed by a group of Israeli feminist NGOs and activists. 
43 Source: OECD Survey on National Gender Frameworks, Gender Public Policies and Leadership (2014). 
44 Ministère de la solidarité, de la Femme, de la Famille et du développement (MSFFDS) 
45 Stratégie de la lutte contre la violence à l’égard des femmes au sein de la famille et de la société 
46 Ibid 39 
47 With support from UN Women 

Table 1 – Overview National Mechanisms and Strategies for Gender Equality 

Country Main Mechanism Location Other Mechanisms National gender equality 
strategy 

Algeria National Council for 
the Family and 
Women 

Ministry - Gender units in line 
ministries 
- Inter-ministerial 
committee 

National Strategy for the 
Promotion and Integration of 
Women and National Action 
Plan 2010-2014 

Egypt National Council for 
Women (NCW) 

National 
Council 

-Gender units in line 
ministries 
- Ombudsman Office 
- National Committee to 
Combat Violence Against 
Children 

Strategy for Gender Equality 
(up to 2015) 
National Plan for Economic 
and Social Development 
(NPESD) 2012-2017 

Israel Authority for the 
Advancement of 
Women's Status and 
Equality 

Prime 
Minister’s 
Office 

- Knesset Committee on 
the Status of Women and 
Gender Equality 
- Ministers Committee on 
the status of women 

- 42 

Jordan Jordanian National 
Commission for 
Women 

Commission Gender focal 
points/Gender units in 
line ministries 
 

National Strategy for Women 
in Jordan (2012–2015)43 

Lebanon National Commission 
for Lebanese Women 

Commission - Gender units in line 
ministries 
- Parliamentary committee 

National Strategy for Women 
in Lebanon (2011–2021); and 
National Action Plan (2013–
2016) 

Libya -    

Morocco Minstry of Solidarity, 
Women, Family and 
Social Development44  
  

Ministry - Gender units in line 
ministries 
- National Observatories 
on women in the media 
and on VAW 

National Strategy for Gender 
Equality and Equality 2012-
2016 
Governmental Plan for 
Equality (2013)  

Palestine Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs (MoWA) 

Ministry Gender Units in line 
ministries 

Cross-Sectoral National 
Gender Strategy: Promoting 
Gender Equity and Equality 
and the Empowerment of 
Women (2014-2016) 

Syria Syrian Commission 
for Family Affairs and 
Population  

Commission 
under the 
Ministry of 
Social Affairs  

Gender units in line 
ministries 
 

- 

Tunisia Secretariat of State for 
Women's Affairs and 
Family (SEFF) 

Ministry - Gender units in line 
ministries 
- National Council for 
Women and Family 
- Parliamentary committee 
- National Observatory 
on the Status of Women 

National Plan for the 
Advancement of Rural 
women (1998)  
National strategy on the fight 
against VAW45,46 (adopted in 
2008) 
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in the implementation of the previous strategy, focusing on tackling gender-based discrimination at all levels 
and increasing opportunities for Palestinian women’s participation in public life, with specific priority 
interventions to reduce gender gaps in employment, decision-making and access to services.  
 
In Lebanon, the National Commission for Lebanese Women also struggles with mandate and budget, but 
even more so with the fact that discussion of gender equality and women’s empowerment inevitably trigger 
concern about confessional sensitivities. The Commission therefore depends heavily on the complementary 
role played by civil society and donor funding. It has consequently taken a long time to mobilise and 
strengthen the capacity of a network of Gender Focal Points in line Ministries, necessary for executing 
gender mainstreaming and women’s empowerment across all sectors, but its efforts are finally beginning to 
bear fruit. Security Council Resolutions 1325 and 1889 (which focuses on ensuring women’s participation 
in building peace) are particularly relevant to Lebanon’s situation and the National Strategy for Women in 
Lebanon 2011-2021 and Action Plans for implementation incorporates related concerns in its strategic 
goals. 
 
The role of parliaments in advancing a gender equality agenda also remains limited: only Tunisia, 
Lebanon48 and Israel established committees in the legislatures that deal with women’s issues on a 
permanent or temporary basis.  
 
In Israel the Knesset Committee on the Status of Women and Gender Equality established in 1992, became 
a permanent parliamentary committee in 1996 responsible for gender equality legislation, reports and 
supervision over gender equality and contributed significantly to the highly gender equality-oriented legal 
and legislation system. The Authority for the Advancement of Women's Status and Equality, established 
by law in1996, located in the prime minister’s office and reporting to the prime minister, is responsible for 
gender review of legislation, promotion of gender equal opportunity programs. In addition, Israel created 
the Ministers Committee on the status of women in 2001.  
 
Since the 1990s the national mechanism for gender equality in Tunisia49 and Morocco made great 
strides towards gender equality.  
 
While in Tunisia the Ministry for Women, the Family, Childhood and the Elderly (MAFFEPA) established 
in 1993 was replaced by the Secretariat of State for Women's Affairs and Family in 2014 (SEFF)50 in the 
framework of the transition process, it continues playing a key role in the design, implementation and 
leadership of gender equality policies. SEFF is supported by three institutions: CREDIF,51 the scientific 
and technical body of MAFFEPA including an Observatory on the Status of Women; CNFF, a consultative 
body and main instrument of coordination between governmental and non-governmental players;52 and the 
National Women and Development Commission, a consultative planning and evaluation structure in the 
framework of national planning. Since 2014 SEFF initiated a decentralisation process by creating 7 districts 
assisting SEFF in the implementation of gender related strategies and action plans.53   
 
Morocco also made remarkable progress since the creation of the Ministry of Social Development, Family 
and Solidarity54 (MSFFDS) in 1998. In particular, under the leadership of the MSFFDS, Morocco 
established high level gender focal points in line sector ministries; adopted a national strategy to combat 
violence against women in 2002 with its Operational Plan in 2005; and adopted the Governmental Plan for 

                                                 
48 MENA/OECD Governance Programme’s Women in Government Platform and the Centre for Arab Women for Training 
and Research (CAWTAR) (2014) Women in Public Life: Gender, Law and Policy in the Middle East and North Africa. 
49 The oldest in the region 
50Secrétariat d’État aux Affaires de la Femme et de la Famille (SEFF). Gribaa, Boutheina et Depaoli, Giorgia. Profil Genre de la 
Tunisie 2014. L’Union européenne avec le Gouvernement de la République tunisienne. 
51 Centre for Research, Studies, Documentation and Information on Women established in 1990 
52 National Council on Women and Family established in 1992. Activities are currently developed through three committees: the 
committee for promoting the participation of women in public life; the committee for the reconciliation of family and 
professional life; the committee for promoting the elderly 
53 Ibid 39 
54 Ministère de la solidarité, de la Femme, de la Famille et du développement (MSFFDS) 
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Equality55 in 2013 resulting from the National Strategy for Equity and Gender Equality56 in 2006, and 
approved a new National Strategy for Gender Equality and Equity 2012-2016, translated into ministry 
specifc plans. In addition, Morocco created the ‘National Observatory to improve the image of women in 
the media’ and the ‘National Observatory on violence against women’ in 2014, linked to the MSFFDF in 
partnership with government institutions, universities and associations.  
 
Libya is the only country in the ENP South region without formal national mechanism for gender 
equality and gender equality never was a political and public priority. The promotion of women’s rights and 
gender equality in Libya requires a form of gender institutionalization in the new state structure. This was 
also raised as a critical concern by the CEDAW Committee recommending that the government put in 
place such an institutional mechanism.57   

 
Statistical data and information disaggregated by sex is one of the key instruments for sound gender 
sensitive policy and planning used by most national mechanisms in the region. There are concerted efforts 
to disaggregate data by sex and several countries produce statistical “women and men” reports to highlight 
existing gender gaps (e.g. Egypt, Tunisia, Palestine, Jordan) a few produce ‘time use’ reports in which time 
allocation by men and women is examined (Morocco, Palestine) and some produce statistical reports on 
specific groups, such as reports on rural women (Morocco58, Tunisia, Egypt) or on specific issues, such as 
violence against women, women’s education, health and reproductive health. In Israel most of the data 
collected by the Central Bureau of Statistics and official statistics collected by other ministries and official 
organizations are disaggregated by sex, although external accessibility to the disaggregated data is not always 
easy or even possible. 
 
While most countries have databases on economic, social and population aspects, the lack of data 
disaggregated by sex persists throughout the region, the quality of national data is mixed, ranging from 90 
(Egypt) and 83 (OPTs) to 28 (Libya) respectively,59 with an apparent lack in sub-national data in many 
countries. Challenges to the development and use of national statistical capacities include lack of political 
will; lack of accessibility of gender-sensitive data; lack of analysis on the implications of data collected; and 
contradictory or unreliable data in countries affected by conflict. 
 
Morocco provides a leading example of gender responsive budgeting in the region, in collaboration with 
the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Women’s and Family Affairs. Meanwhile other countries (such 
as Egypt, Jordan and the Palestinian Authority) have also introduced/are in the process of introducing 
some form of gender budgeting into their government-wide budgeting requirements, although further 
progress will be required. 
 
Finally, most women’s machineries have weak relations with the media, even though this is vital to 
disseminate information and raise public awareness. There also is limited regional communication and 
coordination among national women’s machineries, an issue of particular importance given the 
common challenges facing women in this region and some successful experiences in bringing change. 
 
The critical importance of these mechanisms and strategies cannot be overestimated in the 
aftermath of the Arab Spring as a means to uphold and safeguard women’s rights. 
 

4.2 Independent Civil Society Actors 
Civil societies in the region are arenas for contestation and/or consolidation of state power. Struggles for 

women’s rights and attempts at legal reform reflect this government-society dynamic. In authoritarian 
regimes civil society groups were heavily regulated and restricted and conservative movements have proved 

                                                 
55 Plan Gouvernemental pour l’Egalité - Initiative Concertée pour le Renforcement des Acquis des Marocaines (PGE-ICRAM) 
56 Stratégie Nationale d’Equité et d’Egalité entre les Sexes (SNEES) 
57 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Concluding observations of the Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women, CEDAW/C/LBY/CO/5, 2009 
58 Action Plan for the Integration of the Gender Approach in Rural Policies 
59 World Bank Statistical Capacity Indicator 2014, score out of 100 http://datatopics.worldbank.org/statisticalcapacity/  

http://datatopics.worldbank.org/statisticalcapacity/
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to be efficient in mobilizing people to obstruct law reform and gender equality measures have been met 
with strong resistance from civil society and in some cases from within the parliament.60  
 
Concurrently democratic forces in civil society, especially but not only women’s and human rights groups, 
have played an important role in raising awareness on gender inequality and discrimination against women. 
Many CSOs have produced shadow reports on progress in implementing CEDAW, often collaborated 
around key themes for joint shadow reports (such as in Jordan, Lebanon and Egypt), sought quotas in 
public office, and lobbied for legal amendments on domestic violence, domestic workers, nationality law, 
honour crimes, personal status laws, and social security, among others, monitored the implementation of 
governments’ decisions and pushed the boundaries of the discourse. Similarly, women’s and human rights 
groups raised gender and women’s concerns for other HR Convention reports. 
 
During and following the uprisings there was a broader trend towards more and more assertive CSOs 
throughout the region focusing on advocacy for human rights, democracy and citizenship, social 
development, and gender equality, accompanied by an increasingly prominent role for women and youth. 
However, these trends could be reversed if better-organized conservative Islamist movements gain strong 
representation in newly emerging democracies.  
 
Some countries have a long and rich history of civil society activism, both as service providers and as 
catalysts for change. For example in Lebanon civil society organisations seek public agreement across 
political and sectarian divides, adopting an issue-based approach that reduces the risk of division about 
larger political issues.61 This enables organisations to mobilise quite widespread public support around 
selected causes, such as the Nationality Law62 and gender-based violence. However, even these are often 
beset by the challenges of sectarianism and nepotism found in society at large, and civil society can only 
makes a difference among decision-makers when it has been “able to bypass their primal identities as members of 
religious communities”.63 Likewise in Morocco efforts of civil society organisations in promoting and protecting 
women’s rights in Morocco had a significant impact. The women’s rights movement advocated for quotas 
for women in decision-making bodies and was very active in the reform of the family law. These 
achievements were driven by a high-level political will and by a large mobilization of civil society including 
women's rights associations.64  
 
Tunisian women have a long history of playing an active role in society, most notably by the Association 
of Tunisian Women for Research and Development (AFTURD) and the Tunisian Association of 
Democratic Women Democrats (ATFD).65 During the uprisings Tunisian women mobilised at a grassroots 
level in partnership with Tunisian men66 and instigating cyber activism. Civil society initiatives have 
developed to change the constitution and introduce an explicit non-discrimination clause, although this 
remains a controversial issue in the current policy climate.  
 
Especially during the rule that prevailed after the revolution of January 25 the feminist groups and coalitions 
that were formed in Egypt agreed on working together to achieve women's rights and the protection of 
gains and to respond address to growing attempts to reduce women’s rights They were active in organizing 
structures and activities, including vigils, and filed claims for associations constituent to prepare for the 
constitutional referendum. One example is ECWR’s67 initiative aimed at defending the rights of women in 
parliament which mobilized women’s committees in all governorates to monitor the activities of the 
constitutional referendum in 2014. The initiative: (1) expanded public and political participation of women; 
(2) monitored violations against women and girls during the referendum by individuals, groups or 

                                                 
60 Islah Jad, National Mechanisms for Gender Equality in the ESCWA region (2010) 
61 For more detailed insights into the complexities of Lebanese Civil Society, see UNDP (2009), Lebanon National Human 
Development Report: toward a citizen's state, http://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/upload/Lebanon/Lebanon_HDR_2009.pdf  
62 Which discriminates against Lebanese women by denying them the right to pass their nationality to their children 
63 UNDP (2009), Lebanon National Human Development Report: toward a citizen's state, p28-29 
64 Despite notable advances on women’s rights Morocco scores low on the GDI (Graph 1) because of its low performance on 
education 
65 Two key organisations formed in 1989. 
66 Khalil 2014 
67 Egyptian Centre for Women’s Rights 

http://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/upload/Lebanon/Lebanon_HDR_2009.pdf
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institutions; and (3) evaluated the process and results of the legal procedures and how they effected women's 
participation68. 
 
The Algerian women's movement helped to build the noteworthy Collectif 95 Maghreb-Egalité, constituted 
by women's rights advocates from Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia who effectively pushed for more 
egalitarian family laws and full citizenship for women. In Jordan women’s organizations “have achieved 
remarkable successes in the last two decades such as allocating a quota for women in parliament and 
municipal councils, and enhancing women's representation in government among other prominent 
organisations.”70 Israel’s active feminist organizations organise around critical areas for gender equality, 

such as violence against women; ethnic-
class based discrimination; economic 
empowerment of women; prostitution 
and trafficking of women; and occupation 
and militarism.  
 
In 2013 a broad based group of CSOs71 
engaged in a 2-year transparent and 
participatory process to draft the National 
Israeli Action Plan based on the principles 
of UN SCR 1325. It is foreseen that the 
newly elected government will initiate a 
process to adopt and implement the 
proposed Action Plan in 2015, which is 
considered ground-breaking.  
 
In Palestine on the one hand, women have 
become far more actively involved in 
politics, with a Women's Charter being 
drafted and legislation concerning 
women's rights being put on the political 
agenda. At the same time, the political 
shift from a Fatah- to a Hamas-dominated 
government has shifted understandings of 

whether the state should be secular or Islamist. Paradoxical developments by which Hamas has, on the one 
hand, fostered women's education and job training opportunities, but, on the other, insisted on women's 
subordinate legal status, are reflected within the Islamist women's movement.  
 
Persistent restrictions on civic organizations and human rights advocacy represent one of the main 
impediments to the expansion of women’s rights in the region, since activists are unable to organize and 
voice their demands without fear of persecution.  
 
For example the gains made in legal rights for women in Egypt stand in stark contrast to the reversals in 
the freedom of association and expression after the ousting of Morsi. Following the passage in November 
2013 of the expansive new Egyptian terrorism law banning public protests, many activists and protesters 
find themselves vulnerable to prosecution because the law defines a terrorist as any individual or group that 
disrupts public order. In this regard, any public forms of activism leave women open to arrest and 
prosecution.  

                                                 
68 Information provided by ECWR 
69 The GDI measures gender gap in human development achievements in three basic dimensions: health, measured by female 
and male life expectancy at birth; education, measured by female and male expected years of schooling for children and female 
and male mean years of schooling for adults ages 25 and older; and command over economic resources, measured by female and 
male estimated earned income. 
70 Foundation for the Future (2013) Civil Society in the Middle East and North Africa: Emerging Trends and Enduring Challenges. Prepared 
by Alex Simon. 
71 35 organizations representing the diversity of women’s voices in Israeli-civil society organizations, academic institutions and 
women’s activist 

Graph 1: Gender Development Index69, Mediterranean 
Neighbourhood Countries 

 
Note: The Gender Development Index measures disparities in 
Human Development Index by gender.  
Source: Data from UNDP Human Development Report 2014, Table 5. 
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Likewise in Algeria, in spite of more campaigns to withdraw existing repressive laws restricting freedom 
and civil liberties, and in spite of protests to prevent the Algerian government to further restrict civil 
liberties, the Algerian government passed a new Associations Law in January 2012 that is widely considered 
even more repressive than previous legislation.  
 
In Syria, considerable delays in adopting the draft law on Associations poses serious restrictions to establish 
women and civil society organizations.72 In Libya, due to highly restrictive associational laws under Qaddafi, 
civil society was almost non-existent.  Following the country’s uprising and subsequent civil war the number 
of registered CSOs increased from 22 to over 3,000 Libyan CSOs by August 2013, though not all remained 
active following their foundation.73 Initially focusing on service provision Libyan CSOs increasingly focus 
on state-building and women’s rights with an increasing participation of women and youth. While still in 
its early stages, the existence of organizations as the Voice of Libyan Women and the Movement/1325 
Network indicates a fundamental shift away from the Qaddafi era. 
 
In addition to the persistence of restrictive association laws, CSOs face funding constraints, often 
competing for funds from international donors, and the relative novelty of civil society activism in a 
number of countries means that a large proportion of CSOs lack the knowledge and capacity necessary to 
create the conditions for basic democratic governance. This not only refers to capacity building and sharing 
good practices among women’s and human rights civil society organizations across the region, but also 
mobilizing around common areas of concern to have a greater impact. 
 
Despite women’s active participation – as citizens and advocates for women’s rights – in the revolutions, 
democratic change will not naturally bring about women’s empowerment. For example, women 
played a major role in Tunisian and Algerian independence movements in the 1950s, but their role was 
marginalized following independence. In the long Palestinian struggle for self-determination women have 
had to press for their rights despite their participation in the revolution.  
 
Throughout the region there is a growing fear that “women’s hard-won rights are retracting amidst the 

steady rise of extremist ideology, conservative backlashes and 
militaristic state reactions”75 which threaten to reverse previous gains on 
equal rights. Setbacks have become a reality in the aftermath of the Arab Spring 
revolutions creating a climate of fear, in particular among human and women’s 
rights activists. As in Morocco, despite a progressive constitution, new political 
actors and deepening social conservatism threaten to reverse previous gains on 
equal rights.  

 
5. Women’s Rights under the Law 

 
5.1 Gender equality in legal frameworks  
Country constitutions as well as international conventions and commitments provide a baseline against 
which to assess progress and remaining challenges in gender equality and women’s empowerment.76 Almost 
all countries in the region have constitutions that uphold equality between citizens, although some have 
stipulations that effectively circumscribe the human rights of women. Furthermore, all countries have 
signed CEDAW, albeit with reservations to core articles relating to women’s human rights77. Even with 
these stipulations and reservations, constitutions and conventions set minimum standards against which 

                                                 
72 CEDAW 2014 
73 Fadil Aliriza, “Libya’s Unarmed Revolutionaries,” Foreign Policy, August 16, 2013. 
74 What the women say, Morocco’s Dilemma: Rights and Reform or Closure and Conservatism?  
March 2015 ICAN brief 13. 
75 Wilson Center, Middle East Program (2015). Expansion or Contraction? Women’s Rights in the MENA Region in 2015 
76 The conventions include not only CEDAW, but also the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the Convention on 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR); the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR); as well as ILO Conventions. 
77 See Annex I: State of Play Gender Equality Key International Conventions 

The question for 
feminists in Morocco 
isn’t “should we engage 
with the Islamists?” but 
rather, “how can we 
effectively deal with 
Islamists?”74 
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progress can be measured, as can government and civil society commitment to work for women’s human 
rights.  
 
Positive developments include the political consensus around the constitution in Tunisia, and new 
constitutions and legislation in Morocco, Jordan, Algeria and Egypt that give greater rights to women and 
protection to freedom of expression and information.  
 
Tunisia’s new Constitution, adopted in 2014, strongly protects women’s rights, such as in article 46, which 
provides that “The state commits to protect women’s established rights and works to strengthen and 
develop those rights,” and guarantees “equality of opportunities between women and men to have access 
to all levels of responsibility and in all domains.” Tunisia is now one of the few countries in the region with 
a constitutional obligation to work toward gender parity in elected assemblies. In addition, the constitution 
contains a new obligation for the state to take all necessary measures in order to eradicate violence against 
women. Yet Tunisian law continues to discriminate against women in several aspects of life such as 
inheritance and in child custody.  
 
In 2011 Morocco adopted a new constitution, which enshrined the principle of equality between men and 
women (art.19) and contains provisions on increasing women's participation in decision-making bodies 
calling for the creation and institutionalization of the Authority for Equality and the Fight against all forms 
of Discrimination (APALD) and a law against violence against women. However, major reforms intended 
to consolidate the progress made with regard to women's rights are still pending, such as the creation of 
the High Authority for Equality and the draft law against violence against women.  
 
In recent years, Jordan has undergone several positive regulatory and legislative reforms to improve the 
status of women and diminish the gender gap in the country. Bringing domestic legislation into compliance 
with basic freedoms guaranteed by Jordan’s 2011 constitution passed in October 2014. Like in Lebanon 
and Egypt, women’s groups have worked hard to secure amendments to the penal code, which in many 
Arab countries are lenient towards so-called “honour killings.”78 Nevertheless, the new legislation do not 
address essential reforms to penal code articles and much will depend on effective enforcement and 
implementation of these reforms.79 
 
With the ousting of Morsi in Egypt, the controversial constitution of 2012 was cancelled and a committee 
appointed to draft a new constitution that would reverse the previous Islamization efforts which was passed 
in a referendum in January 2014. While affirming that the principles of Shari’a remain the main source of 
legislation, the introductory text states that the constitution “will be consistent with the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights which Egypt participated in its drafting and ratified” and includes an article 
explicitly committing the state to ensuring gender equality and women’s participation in state institutions. 
Whereas the new constitution offers undeniable improvements in enhancing women’s and citizen’s 
individual rights and personal freedoms, it grants the military extensive powers and there are not enough 
guarantees to protect these rights from the excesses of future governments. 
 
Most country constitutions cite stipulations that circumscribe women’s human rights within 
religious frames in Personal Status/Family Laws which undermines constitutional guarantees of 
equality and are reflected in CEDAW reservations. 
For example although the Algerian Constitution guarantees gender equality and states the primacy of 
International Law, there are still persisting inequalities in direct contradiction with Constitutional Law80. 
Meanwhile since 1999 efforts have been made to examine compliance of national laws with international 
instruments, introducing several gender equality reforms, most recently the 2012 organic law to promote 
women’s political participation and the 2014 law for the creation of a pension fund for divorced women.  
 

                                                 
78 A practice that was common in other Mediterranean countries – where men murder women and girls suspected of illicit sexual 
relations in order to remove the stain on the family’s honour. In addition, the law also provides lenient sentences for rapists, 
particularly if the man offers to marry the victim. 
79 Saleh Al-Sharari & Suheir AlKhatib (2014). The Legal Framework and Women Status in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. 
80 L’existence d’une norme religieuse ne devrait pas dispenser l’Etat de mettre son droit positif en conformité avec les 
instruments internationaux. Comité CEDAW 
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The Lebanese Constitution of 1926 clearly sets out the equality of all citizens, but also provides for 
maintaining and respecting the freedoms of the different confessional communities and ensuring their 
inclusion in all matters pertaining to government. The resulting sectarian systems that define representation 
in the legislative and executive structures of the government are very complex, and bear within them many 
elements that effectively constitute barriers to gender equality. As the recent Convention on the Elimination 
of all forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) report points out: “it is the nature of sectarian system 
to marginalize equality between individuals in favour of equality between sects.”81   
 
There has been a significant improvement towards gender equality in the last few decades in Israel but this 
has largely been in terms of legislation based on many years of feminist and civil society activism.  However, 
the under-representation of significantly disadvantaged group of Palestinian-Arab women in Israel and 
women’s unequal personal status remains one of the main manifestations of gender discrimination despite 
numerous attempts to create ad-hoc and partial solutions by NGOs and women’s rights activists.  
 
In Palestine the Basic Law, ratified in 2002 and amended in 2003 and 2005 serves as a temporary 
constitution. It declares that Palestinians are equal before the law “without distinction based upon race, sex, 
colour, religion, political views or disability" (Article 9) but Article 4 stipulates that Shari’a is a main source 
of legislation. It should be noted that both women and men suffer from the fact that the legal situation in 
the OPT is heavily impact by the years of Israeli military occupation and prior administration by Jordan 
and Egypt.82 In 2012 the UN General Assembly elevated the State of Palestine to the status of Observer 
State. This move finally gave Palestine the legal right to join and ratify international conventions and treaties 
which it had hitherto been unable to do. Despite the Palestinian Authority's ratification of a number of 
international conventions and treaties,83 there appears little information on action plans that outline 
concrete steps toward meeting its treaty obligations.  
 
In Libya the Constitutional Declaration84 adopted in 2011 by the National Transitional Council (NTC) 
remains in effect as the supreme law of Libya until the new constitution is drafted by the elected 
Constitution Drafting Assembly (CDA) and ratified in a referendum (planned for early 2015 but now on 
hold).  While Article (6) states that Libyans are equal before the law the Constitution also states that Islamic 
law is the principal source of legislation85 severely undermining women’s equal rights. This is clearly 
evidenced in a 2013 ruling of the Supreme Court that Libya’s laws governing marriage, which require a 
husband to obtain the consent of any current wife before marrying a second or third wife, contradicted 
Libya’s Constitutional Declaration by contradicting Shari’a. Despite women’s limited inclusion in Libya’s 
state building process, women’s groups make substantive efforts to have their voices heard, drafting 
substantive provisions protecting women’s rights and advocating for a gender-sensitive constitution, 
supported by the international community, in particular EU and UN.  
 

5.2 Reforming Family Laws  
Throughout the region personal status is grounded in various religious laws, especially more or less liberal 
interpretations of Shari’a which circumscribes women’s rights, which limits the evolution of modern 
citizenship, and, in some countries, contributes to civil strife. Some countries in the region, such as Egypt 
and Lebanon lack any unified personal status code; family matters are subject to the strictures of the 
religious community, whether Muslim or Christian. The implications of each community applying its own 
religious practices to such core social issues reinforces divides amongst communities and circumscribes 
women’s rights. This greatly impacts on women’s rights. 

 
The divide between different personal status laws is most starkly displayed in Lebanon, where each of 18 
recognized religious sects is responsible for its own personal status matters. A shadow report to the 

                                                 
81 4th & 5th CEDAW Report 2014, para 36 
82 Four different sets of laws control the lives of Palestinians: those of the PA, Israel, Egypt, and Jordan.  
83 See Annex I 
84 Article (6) states that: Libyans are equal before the law. They shall enjoy equal civil and political rights, shall have the same 
opportunities, and be subject to the same public duties and obligations, without discrimination due to religion, doctrine, language, 
wealth, race, kinship, political opinions, and social status, tribal or eminent or familial loyalty. 
85 Libya was (and still is) characterized by strong local power structures who operate in a complicated local justice system 
consisting in three sets of laws: the formal state law, the religious laws (Shari’a85) and the traditional laws (Urf).   
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CEDAW Committee in 2007 pointed to several areas where under civil law women had equal rights and 
entitlement but confessional laws imposed restrictions, such as choice of residence, although there has been 
some easing of a few discriminatory texts concerning authority and obedience within marital relations. 
Similarly, the main concerns surrounding Personal Status Laws in Palestine centre around the special 
privileges accorded men over women, such in divorce and inheritance, age at marriage, weight given to 
women’s testimony, child custody, among others – all determined to be inconsistent with the PA’s 
commitment to the principles of international treaties, primarily CEDAW. 
 
In the complex multi-cultural and religious state of Israel86 the rule of religious law over the process of 
marriage and in particular divorce, greatly affects women’s right to mobility, equal economic status and life 
with dignity. There have been numerous attempts by women’s rights activists to create ad-hoc and partial 
solutions to women's unequal personal status. Legally, there is no civil marriage: Jews can only be married 
in a religious ceremony. This means there is also no interfaith marriage between Jews and non-Jews, since 
Orthodox Judaism does not allow mixed unions87. Since the 1960s, following a landmark Supreme Court 
ruling, many couples have been able to get around the law by marrying abroad. In Judaism divorce has to 
be approved by both sides and thousands of women have been refused a divorce by their husbands and 
often being abused and extorted, both financially and mentally, in order to get a divorce. In this context, 
the continuous increase in the proportion of Jewish orthodox groups makes this situation extremely 
challenging. 
 
Libya’s existing Personal Status laws also discriminate against women, particularly with respect to marriage 
(including polygamy), divorce, and inheritance. While several women activists recognize that the legal 
provisions relating to personal status do not provide for women’s equal rights, contesting Shari’a is not 
considered a priority action. According to an IFES survey in 2013,88 54% percent of women and 68% of 
men interviewed believe that the adoption of Shari’a as source of legislation would improve women’s rights. 

This suggests that only a minority of women in Libya is aware of the implications of Shari’a Law on women’s 
freedoms and their roles vis-à-vis men.  
 
In some states, the situation is better in terms of the instrument of legal regulation. Over the past 
decade Egyptian women have secured a number of legislative and legal gains in the area of personal status 
law. In 2004, for example, a law established specialized family courts to facilitate litigation and resolution 
of marital conflicts, granted women the right to a form of bilateral divorce through ‘khula’ 89(no reasons 
have to be given but all rights related to dowry repayment and other financial settlements are renounced), 
and the right to seek divorce from common law marriages without official contracts90. However, serious 
gaps remain in family law that delay the advancement of women’s quest for equality with men in Egypt, 
including polygamy, a “wife’s obedience” in marriage agreement; and men’s ability to retract a marriage 
before a notary; and women do not receive a share of the husband’s wealth following divorce. 
 
In Jordan the Law of Personal Status for Muslims of 1976 has codified the provisions of Islamic 
jurisprudence as they pertain to family relations, from engagement through marriage dissolution. Non-
Muslims in Jordan remain subject to their own assorted religious laws on these matters. Over the years, 
concerted efforts have gone into advocacy for amendments to reduce discrimination in the Personal Status 
Law. An interim amendment to the law in 2010 gave women the right to khula’ divorce. However, Jordan’s 
personal status code remains discriminatory despite the 2010 amendment. Males still receive twice the share 

                                                 
86  According to the Israel Central Bureau of Statistics the religious affiliation of the Israeli population] as of 2011 was 75.4% 
Jewish, 16.9% Muslim, 2.1% Christian, and 1.7% Druze, with the remaining 4.0% not classified by religion, and a 
small Baha'i community.  
87 Israelis who belong to other streams of Judaism, such as Reform or Conservative, must still tie the knot in front of an Orthodox 
rabbi in a traditional ceremony if they want their marriage to be recognized by the state. Other religious authorities, including those 
of Muslims and of Christian denominations, also do not perform interfaith marriages unless one converts to the faith of his/her 
partner. (Islamic law technically allows for a Muslim man to marry a Christian or a Jewish woman, as long as their children are 
raised Muslim, but Muslim clerics and scholars frown on the practice.). 
88 International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) “Libya Status of Women Survey 2013. A nationwide survey examining 
the civil, political and economic participation of Libyan women and exploring public attitudes toward women’s role, right and 
domestic violence”, Rola Abdul-Latif, September 2013 
89 The khula’ mechanism has been introduced in several countries in the region to give women a way to divorce. 
90 NCW, Beijing +20, p. 12 
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of females in inheritance, as set out in the Quran, for which the explanation is also the assumption that 
men carry the household’s financial burden.  
 
Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia have made significant inroads in their regulation of personal status 
affairs, albeit in varying degrees, towards alleviating the injustices against women in personal status matters 
without infringing upon the principles of Shari‘a.  
 
Following years of lobbying by women’s rights organizations, Algeria’s personal status code was amended 
in 2005 to prohibit proxy marriages, set the minimum legal age for marriage at 19 for both sexes, impose 
several conditions on the practice of polygamy, and remove the provision that required a wife’s obedience 
to her husband. In Morocco matters related to personal status of the Muslim community (including 
inheritance, marriage, and divorce and child custody) are governed by the Moudawana, the family code, 
which is based on Islamic law. The Christian and Jewish communities in Moroccan society have separate 
family laws. Thus, there is no unified personal status law that applies to all Moroccans. In 2004 the code 
was reformed and the new Moudawana is considered one of the most progressive in the Arab world.91  
 
Tunisia is the most progressive country with respect to legislation that approaches the stipulation of the 
principle of equality in family relations.92 The Personal Status Code prohibits polygamy and penalises 
violators. A woman has the right to act on her own behalf when entering into marriage even if still a virgin. 
Tunisia’s divorce provisions, too, are founded upon the principle of complete equality of women and men. 
Divorce, according to Article 30 of the Personal Status Code, can be obtained only “through the courts”. 
Tunisia’s personal status law is also the only Arab personal status code that applies to all the country’s 
citizens regardless of religious affiliation.  
 
A key point made by civil society actors and women’s rights activists throughout the region is the need to 
address the lack of awareness by women and girls about their rights, given the rapidity of legal 
reform, and about the resources increasingly available to enable them to assert their rights. The 
challenge lies in how to raise the level of awareness, especially among those who are more marginalised and 
more vulnerable to not having their rights respected. 

 
5.3 Challenging CEDAW reservations  
 
All Neighbourhood South countries have ratified CEDAW but with reservations that relate to some 
or all of the following: equality in inheritance (Article 2.f); nationality (Article 9); freedom of movement and 
choice of residence (Article 15.4); legal capacity, testimony, and the right to conclude contracts (Article 15.1 
and 15.2); rights within marriage, including divorce, matters related to children, and personal choices, 
including choice of profession (Article 16); and arbitration in case of dispute between two or more state 
parties concerning interpretation of CEDAW (Article 29.1)93. During its discussion of state reports against 
the convention, the CEDAW Committee continuously questioned the reservations and urged their removal. 
Most Arab countries have not yet signed the optional protocol allowing groups or individuals to complain 
directly to the CEDAW Committee about violation of rights. 
 
Most countries give similar explanations for their reservations related to differences in responsibility within 
the family unit: the husband bears financial responsibility and obligations concerning maintenance for all 
the family, throughout marriage. This reasoning – the husband is by law required to spend on the household 
whereas the woman has no such obligation – lies at the heart of most of the unequal treatment of men and 
women whether in family law, nationality, social security regulations, health benefits, tax benefits, etc. 
Providing evidence of the extent to which both women and men work (and need to work) in a modern 
economy, as well as their very real partnership in contributing to the household economy and domestic 
responsibilities, will help targeting the cornerstone of unequal treatment. 
 

                                                 
91 For example, the new code introduces modifications to the rules of inheritance, raises the minimum age of marriage and 
secures women’s right to divorce. 
92 Arab Human Development Report 2005 http://www.arab-hdr.org/publications/other/ahdr/ahdr2005e.pdf  
93 See Annex I - State of Play Gender Equality Key International Conventions. 

http://www.arab-hdr.org/publications/other/ahdr/ahdr2005e.pdf
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The reporting process on CEDAW, as well as other international conventions to which 
governments are signatory, serves as a major advocacy tool for CSOs and an incentive for 
Government progress, significantly contributing to women’s equality. The international reporting process, 
coupled with civil society activism, led several states to withdraw reservations.  
 
In 2003 Algerian women’s organizations used the CEDAW Committee’s recommendations to press the 
Government for comprehensive change and Algerian and French women’s groups created the “20 Ans 
Barakat” movement, the title of which referred to the 20-year anniversary of Algeria’s 1984 Family Code.94 
In 2009 Algeria lifted reservations its reservation to CEDAW Article 9(2) granting women nationality rights 
equal to those enjoyed by men.95 In 2009 Jordan withdrew its reservation to Article 15.4 relating to choice 
of residence as part of legal reforms lobbied for by CSOs which was strongly objected by conservative 
Islamist groups.  
 
Reforming the Moroccan family code, the Mudawana, started by a grassroots campaign in 1992 and the 
revised family code which passed in 2004, resulted from high-level Government support and an advanced 
advocacy strategy by Moroccan women’s groups. In 2011 the Moroccan government withdrew its 
reservations to the Convention, although the declarations have still not been removed. Egyptian CSOs have 
actively and strategically used the submission of reports to the CEDAW Committee as an opportunity to 
call attention to and hold the State accountable on its international obligations.96 For Egypt’s fourth and 
fifth Combined Periodic Report (2009), seven shadow reports were submitted.  
 
Tunisia was the first country in the region officially to lift all specific reservations to CEDAW in 2014, an 
important step toward realizing gender equality and one of only two countries in the region to adopt the 
Optional Protocol. However, Tunisia maintained a general declaration stating that the country “shall not 
take any organizational or legislative decision in conformity with the requirements of this Convention where 
such a decision would conflict with the provisions of Chapter I of the Tunisian Constitution.” Chapter I of 
the constitution states that the religion of the country is Islam.  
 
While the focus of attention often revolves around the need to lifting all reservations to CEDAW, 
relatively little attention appears to be paid to how the parts of CEDAW that have been approved 
can be used to generate formulation and implementation of domestic law.  
 
For example in Libya (acceded CEDAW in 1989 and the Optional Protocol in 2004) there appears to be 
little knowledge and awareness on CEDAW, including women’s rights CSOs, and several politicians are 
even contesting the adhesion of “previous” Libya to some key international conventions. The CEDAW 
Committee in its concluding observations on Libya in 2009 was “concerned that the concept of male 
guardianship over women seems to be widely accepted and limits women’s exercise of their rights under 
the Convention, in particular with regard to issues of personal status both de jure and de facto.”  
 
In Lebanon a large part of CEDAW has effectively been integrated into Lebanese law and the civil service 
should undertake systematic analysis of laws and regulations to ensure its implementation. Yet here, as in 
other countries, although materials are distributed about CEDAW, there appears to be no systematic 
attempt to “translate” it into practical terms for the country context. Beyond ensuring that laws are aligned 
this also involves providing appropriate training/orientation to ensure that those responsible for application 
of the law (polite, judges, law makers etc.) fully understand the implications and act accordingly.  

  

6. Women’s Socio-Economic Rights 
 
6.1 Gender equality in health and education  

                                                 
94 This movement gained prominence by producing a music video sung by women musicians from Algeria, France and Argentina 
promoting reform of the Algerian Family Code. The video was aired on radio and French television and widely disseminated on 
the internet. More about the impact of the music video on the law reform campaign can be found in the article, Singing for 
Change, Women’s Musicians Unite to Overturn Algeria’s Family Code, available at: http://goo.gl/jnxAHI  
95 Décret présidentiel n° 08-426 du 28 décembre 2008 portant levée de la réserve de l’Algérie sur l'article 9.2 de la CEDEF-
notification au SG des NU le 16 juillet 2009 
96 UNDP Egypt, Gender Equality Strategy (2013-2017), p. 6 

http://goo.gl/jnxAHI
http://www.genderclearinghouse.org/upload/Assets/Documents/pdf/Gender%20Equality%20Strategy.pdf
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Over the last decades the Middle East and North Africa witnessed remarkable achievements in female 
health care, life expectancy, and education, which led to a substantial reduction in the gender gap in 
education and literacy rates between 1985 and 2010. On the Educational Attainment sub-index the region 
ranks fourth with 93% of the educational gender gap closed and fifth on the Health and Survival sub-index, 
with 97% of the health gender gap being closed, slightly ahead of the Sub-Saharan Africa region97. Since 
the late 1980s, most countries in the region have experienced total fertility rate declines of 50% or greater 
(see Annex II - Graph 7) and HIV prevalence remains the lowest among all other regions worldwide98. 
 
Mostly due to government and private health spending on health care99 from 1990 to 2010 notable 
improvements were made in health outcomes such as the increase in women’s life expectancy and 
significant reductions in the regional infant and child mortality.100 Despite a marked increase in the number 
of births attended by skilled health personnel since the early 1990s, recent data show high rates of both 
maternal mortality and adolescent births in several countries under review,101 although significantly lower 
than the Arab States average. 

 
As shown in Graph 6, Israel and Lebanon have 
the lowest maternal mortality ratio in the 
countries examined in this report. Tunisia 
sustained major progress in relation to women’s 
access to health services; between 1990 and 2010 
maternal mortality and fertility rates were halved. 
Similarly, Jordan shows remarkable gender 
equality in health and women’s life expectancy 
improved notably.102 
 
Notwithstanding these improvements, significant 
inequities in access to health care services and 
overall health status persist, especially in the area 
of reproductive health. While some 
achievements have been made regarding 
reproductive health and rights, sexual health and 
rights are lagging behind in the region. The 
vulnerability of young people and their limited 
access to resources make youth sexuality a 
controversial topic in the region, where 
comprehensive sexual education programs are 
very limited and SRHR103 services are not 
provided to unmarried young people.104  

 
Maternal mortality rates in Morocco and Algeria remain high at 100 and 89 although well below the Arab 
States average of 164105 but have clearly been on the decline. Morocco’s maternal mortality ratio fell by 67% 
between 1990 and 2010 and the under-five mortality rate dropped by 60% between 1990 and 2011. The 
health status of Palestinians and their access to services are deeply intertwined with living under occupation 

                                                 
97 World Economic Forum. The Global Gender Gap Report (2014)  
98 Reclaiming and Redefining Rights. ICPD+20: Status of Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in the Middle East and North 
Africa. Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights. Civil Liberties Program First edition / September 2013 
99 Examining the Impact of Health Care Expenditures on Health Outcomes in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
Region. Journal of Health Care Finance, July 2014 
100 Ibid 90 
101 ESCWA, A Regional Perspective on the Post‐2015 United Nations Development Agenda, (2013), P.31.  
102 World bank, Jordan Country Gender Assessment (2013) Economic Participation, Agency and Access to Justice in Jordan 
103 Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 
104 Reclaiming and Redefining Rights. ICPD+20: Status of Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in the Middle East and North 
Africa. Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights. Civil Liberties Program First edition / September 2013 
105 Per 100.000 live births 

Graph 6: Maternal Mortality Rates (maternal 
deaths per 100,000 live births) 

 
Source: Data from UNDP Human Development Report 2014, 
Table 4. 
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with life expectancy an average 10 years below that in Israel in 2011.106 Women are especially vulnerable in 
pregnancy and childbirth while men are especially vulnerable to Israeli military and settler violence.  
In Syria the majority of IDPs Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) lack access to adequate health and 
reproductive health care with scarcity of medical care, particularly among female headed households, with 
devastating consequences. While access to health care and education services among Syrian refugees in 
neighboring countries within camps is better, the majority resides outside camps, facing greater barriers to 
finding suitable shelter, meeting the cost of living, and accessing health and education services,107 in 
particular female headed households.  
 

In many countries women have 
made great strides in education, 
which resulted for most countries in 
the region in reducing gender 
disparity in access to education, at 
least at the primary level.  
 
Israel ranks 65 and continues to hold 
the top spot in the region, despite a 
decline in its overall score due to a 
decrease on the Economic Participation 
and Opportunity sub-index score.108 
Egypt has made important advances in 
education, narrowing the gender gap in 
primary education and with a higher 
percentage of female students enrolled 
in STEM109 studies compared to men. 
In both Egypt and Lebanon enrolment 
records suggest that once girls are in 
school, they are less likely than boys to 
drop out: the gender gap at 
intermediary/preparatory levels has 
been reversed since 2007. This is even 
more marked at secondary level, where 

proportionately fewer boys than girls enrolled.  
 
In Tunisia girls’ enrolment in secondary school more than doubled between 1990 and 2010 and women 
were increasingly in paid employment. Likewise in Jordan, between 2004 and 2008, gross secondary 
enrolment has increased from 85.7% to 89.9% for girls and from 83.8% to 86.6% for boys. This gender 
gap in favour of women is marked in secondary enrolment but in particular at tertiary level, where 42.9% 
of eligible women continue studies, compared to 38.5% of eligible men.110 In Tunisia, Algeria, Israel, Jordan, 
Lebanon and Syria the tertiary enrolment rates for women are even higher than those of men, showing a 
move to reversed gender gaps (see graph 8). 
 
However, all education is not equal and in some countries there is an evident tendency to invest more in 
boys’ education than in girls’. Part of the reversed tertiary gap might be due to more males going abroad to 
study e.g. from Jordan, where it is less common still to send daughter abroad to study. Also, gender and 
private education are not necessarily borne out by school statistics; in Egypt and Lebanon a gender gap in 
private education remains at all levels, with more boys than girls attending private schools. 
 

                                                 
106 71 for women, 73 for men 
107 UNHCR “Woman alone. The fight for survival by Syria’s refugee women”, 2014. According to this report more than 145,000 
(or one out of four) Syrian families in Egypt, Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan, plus an estimated 300,000 in Turkey, are led by women. 
108 WEF Global Gender Gap report 2014 
109 Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. WEF Global Gender Gap report 2014 
110 Ibid 94 

Graph 8: Gender Parity Indices for Primary, Secondary & 
Tertiary Education 

 
Source: Data from WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2014, Annex B2.  
Note: data not available for Libya and Palestine; incomplete for Tunisia 
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Nevertheless, the trend in several countries of large numbers of boys and men falling behind reflects 
laws and traditions that require them to provide for the family, often leaving or ending their education at 
the high school level. It also indicates that education is one of the areas where stereotypes badly affect 
men’s human rights. 
 
Progress in women’s education varies significantly between and within the same country and 
literacy remains a challenge (see Graph 9). According to the WEF Global Gender Gap report 2014, 
Morocco continues to be part of the twenty lowest performing countries on the Literacy rate indicator with 
an adult literacy rate of 58% for women and 76% for men, particularly in rural areas, a major contributory 
factor of Morocco’s low GDI rating. 
 
High rates of illiteracy continue to prevent the advancement of Egyptian women by inhibiting their 
knowledge of and access to their rights and opportunities. Despite a slight improvement in the literacy rate 
for women from 62.7% in 2006 to 67.5% in 2012, the percentage remains high, especially in the rural areas. 
In Algeria the gender gap in adult literacy has steadily decreased but remains significantly lower for women 
(64%) then for men (81%). Similarly in Palestine literacy rates have been on the rise for both males and 
females, particularly among males. Between 2005 and 2013, the literacy rate for females111 has risen from 
85 percent to 94.1 percent compared to 95.3 percent to 98.4 percent among males. Higher education 
enrollment is also increasing; notably among females, while women tend to have somewhat higher dropout 
rates, especially at the secondary level.112  
 
By contrast, in Jordan illiteracy in the 15-24 age group has been eradicated and universal basic education 
has been achieved for both boys and girls, with gross enrolment of over 100% and almost total retention 
of primary students through grade 5113. However, these data exclude non-Jordanians who do not have 
access to free-state education and may also exclude children of Jordanian women married to foreigners, 

especially stateless Palestinian refugees. Similarly in Libya adult literacy rate114 is quite high with 83.3% of 
women and 95.8% of men literate in 2011. However, out of 11.1% illiterate Libyans, 79.9% are women.  

 
In general, gender stereotyping in 
technical and tertiary education 
orientation across the region are 
among the factors leading to a 
serious mismatch between 
educational qualifications and 
labour market needs that has been 
spotlighted for decades but remains 
unresolved. In particular vocational 
training education remains heavily 
gender stereotyped and out of touch 
with the market.  
 
For example in Lebanon the greatest 
mismatches tend to be found in 
technical education and vocational 
training (TVET), especially in courses 
offered through social centres and civil 
society groups working at community 

levels. 
 
At the same time, there is a growing shift towards enrolment to new areas of study as was noted in 
Egypt with a higher percentage of female students enrolled in STEM115 studies. In Jordan women are also 

                                                 
111 15 years and older 
112 PCBS, Women and Men in Palestine, Issues and Statistics (2014), op.cit, page 26 
113 Ibid 94 
114 Of people of 15 years old and above 
115 Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. WEF Global Gender Gap report 2014 

Graph 9: Gender Differences in Adult Literacy 

 

Source: Data from WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2014, Annex B2. Note: 
Source for Palestine, Tunisia & Arab States Region average : UNDP Human 
Development Report 2014 
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gravitating to sciences and technical fields, but they still are behind male enrolment in Computer Sciences, 
under-represented in engineering colleges, and almost completely absent in formal vocational education. In 
Lebanon changing patterns in education, with diminishing stereotyping of domains of study “suitable for 
women” impact positively on employment opportunities for women, especially in the public sector where 
there is no gender discrimination in salaries paid. However, gender discrimination still exists in social benefit 
regulations.  
 

6.2 Women’s labour force participation 
While gender gaps in labour force participation have slightly narrowed, the rate of women’s economic 
participation in MENA countries remains the lowest in the world. The regional average of women’s labour 
force participation is 25.2% percent of women aged 15 and above actively participating in the labour market, 
compared to more than 50 percent in sub-Saharan Africa, Europe, central Asia, eastern Asia, and the 
Pacific.116 The crises in Syria and Libya have intensified the political tensions in the region and brought 
economic growth into stagnation. As a result, neighbouring countries (Tunisia, Lebanon, Egypt or Jordan) 
have witnessed a significant flow of (return) migrants, as well as refugees competing for work, which in 
turn will have a drastic effect on the labour markets in the MENA region.117 
 
With a proportion of 17.7 per cent of women in the workforce in 2011, Algeria – alongside Syria, Jordan 
and Palestine - is among the countries with the lowest level of female economic participation in the world.118 
However, the “invisibility” of part of women’s economic activity is worth noting – when working as unpaid 
labour on family farms, for example – but are perceived as “housewives” since this is considered part of 
their role as wife. Women are, nevertheless, gradually beginning to enter the formal labour force. According 
to the National Statistical Office of Algeria, by 2013 the female labour force participation rate had risen to 
19 per cent.  

Meanwhile, women who do enter the 
workforce are largely confined to 
socially acceptable professions, 
such as education, health care, 
agriculture, welfare, or volunteer 
work.120 This has led to a substantial 
gender gap in the fields of technology, 
engineering, and business 
administration. Female labour force 
participation in Egypt is exceedingly 
low and too many economically active 
women are confined to small-scale, 
informal or rural economic. In 
Palestine about 4.8 percent of males 
and 21 percent of females work in the 
informal labour sector and other 
employment sectors illustrate 
predictable trends: males dominating 
in construction and manufacturing, for 
example, and women dominating in 
service sectors.  

 

                                                 
116 World Bank, Opening Doors: Gender Equality and Development in the Middle East and North Africa (2013), 

https://openknowledge.worldbank. org/bitstream/handle/10986/12552/751 810PUB0EPI002060130Opening0doors. 
pdf?sequence=1.  
117 ILO Global Employment Trends 2014 Risk of a jobless recovery? Middle East and North Africa 
118 Les contraintes et opportunités pour l’emploi des femmes en Algérie, ILO, Algiers, 2014  
119 According to the Statistical Yearbook 2014, Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, the ratio for women is 52.2 and for men 69.4 
for ages 15+; at ages 25-54 the overall ratio is 0.890, at ages 25-64 it is 0.867 
120 OECD, Women in business: Policies to support women’s entrepreneurship development in the MENA region (OECD Publishing, 2012), 
http://www.keepeek. com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/ industry-and-services/women-in-business_9789264179073-en. 

Graph 10: Gender Differences in Labour Force 
Participation119 

 
Source: Data from WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2014, Annex B2. 
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In the public sector women tend to be well or even overrepresented (e.g. 56% of public employees are 
women in Egypt, 52% in Jordan) as it tends to offer better benefits, higher job security, shorter and more 
flexible working hours than the private sector, and women are more willing to accept the low salaries offered 
in the public sector. Yet women are still under-represented in the central government workforce and in 
percentage in senior positions. They also tend to generally earn lower salaries than men.121 
 
There remains a significant gap between the wages earned by women and men across the region, 
estimated between 20 and 40 percent.122 Based on the same stereotypes, private sector employers continue 
to prefer hiring men, unwilling to bear the costs of hiring women, including maternity leave and family 
leave. While Israel is the best performing country from the region on the Labour force participation and 
Legislators, senior officials and managers’ indicators, it is also the second lowest performing country in the 
overall Index on the Wage equality for similar work indicator. The main gender gap is demonstrated in high 
wage gaps, segregated professions and a tendency to instability of job security mainly due to maternity and 
age.  
 
Arab women also suffer from the highest levels of unemployment in the world and the highest ratio 
of female-to-male unemployment rates. For example in Morocco the overall unemployment rate 
remains high at 9.7 percent at end 2014, with youth unemployment around 20 percent and much remains 
to be done to reduce income, gender and regional inequalities.123 The latest data show that in Egypt, a 
quarter of women seeking employment are unemployed (compared to 9.8 percent of men) and the 
unemployment rate has increased consistently while the labour force participation rate has declined.124 
Similarly in Palestine, between 2001 and 2013, women’s overall unemployment rates rose from 13.8 percent 
to 20.6 percent, compared to 27.1 percent to 35 percent for males over the same period. The gender gap in 
unemployment is in particular large among female youth125: the female youth unemployment rate is almost 
three times the male youth unemployment rate in Egypt and double in Jordan. Female youth unemployment 
rates in Egypt remains at 65 percent and Jordan at 50 percent.126  
 
Across the region women are less engaged in entrepreneurial activity than men (OECD 2012, 28). 
Moreover, only 54 per cent of female business owners also act as managers for their enterprises, compared 
with 90 per cent for male owners.127 Gender-related barriers also inhibit access to finance for women 
entrepreneurs. A multi-country survey of five MENA countries by the International Finance 
Corporation128 found that between 50%-75% of women who had sought external financing for their 
businesses had not received any financing from a formal financial institution, attributed to a combination 
of difficulties with high interest rates, collateral, lack of track record, and complicated application processes.  
 
Women are also considered to have less access than men to business associations and networks129 
which could assist women to enter into legal transactions, organising supply chains, or effectively marketing 
their businesses. Several studies highlight the particular challenge of marketing faced by women entrepreneurs 
across the region.130 Rather than a market-driven approach women micro-entrepreneurs tend to have a 
supply-driven approach, focusing on areas like sewing, handicrafts, or small-scale food processing, and lack 
data and analysis to shift from over-saturated areas to ones that are in demand by the market.  
 

                                                 
121 Ibid 
122 The Paradox of Female Economic Participation in the Middle East and North Africa. Women and Human Rights in the Middle East 
Program, Baker Institute Issue Brief 03-07-2014 
123Moroccan Economy on the Right Track. IMF Survey, February 23, 2015 
124 World Development Indicators 
125 Young people aged between 15 and 24 
126 World Bank July 2014 Quarterly Economic Brief edition: Predictions, Perceptions and Economic Reality - Challenges of Seven Middle 

East and North Africa Countries Described in 14 Charts. 
127 Kelly (2010, 18) 
128 IFC 2011 (Bahrain, Jordan, Lebanon, Tunisia, and United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
129 World Bank 2012; OECD 2012 
130 This was also highlighted in the Regional Euromed Role of Women in Economic Life programme (2006-2009) providing 
technical assistance to women entrepreneurs through seven 30 NGO consortiums grouping 30 national NGOs from 10 South 
Mediterranean countries 

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators
http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/mena/publication/mena-quarterly-economic-brief-july-2014
http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/mena/publication/mena-quarterly-economic-brief-july-2014
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A number of business and civil society organisations are addressing the challenges of barriers to funding 
faced by women entrepreneurs. For example in Lebanon some organisations focus on micro-finance and 
related advisory services, while others provide a broader range of business support, including identification 
of market opportunities, feasibility studies and networking. However, in general there are few attempts to 
understand the market, partly because of lack of awareness and partly because commissioning market 
research is a costly undertaking beyond the reach of most NGOs.  
 
While labour laws are generally supportive of women’s rights or gender neutral, the underlying 
assumption is that women are solely responsible for the domestic sphere and for child rearing and there is 
no recognition of men’s actual and potential roles within the family. Subsequently, laws intended to protect 
women may restrict their access to the labour market. With some notable exceptions (Jordan’s Labour 
code), laws do not yet offer protection for informal sector workers, housewives, agriculture and migrant 
workers, including women domestic migrants and refugees.  
 
Jordan’s revisions to the Social Security Law in 2010 addressed several critical considerations, extending 
social protection to all workers including housewives, an unemployment insurance and health insurance 
and longer differentiates between retirement benefits and pensions for women and men. Jordan is also the 
first Arab state to extend application of the Labour Code to migrant workers and to domestic workers 
(many of whom are female migrant workers).131 Lebanon passed legislation providing for social security 
coverage linked to employment, an optional health insurance scheme for self-employed workers and safety 
net provision of health care for the poor, which extends protections to the informal chapter. However, this 
does not cover Palestinian workers and all non-Lebanese labourers since there is no system of reciprocal 
arrangements for social security.132  
 
Most recent studies show that rising levels of education in the region have not increased women’s 
opportunities in the economic sphere. The inverted relation between impressive progress in human 
development indicators and excessively low economic participation for women remains a salient feature of 
the region, in particular among the more educated. In Egypt, Tunisia and Jordan over 30 percent of those 
with tertiary education were unemployed in 2011 and 2012. Among the most educated women, 
unemployment rates exceed 60 percent in Jordan and 40 percent in Egypt.133  In a clear anomaly, Palestinian 
women’s unemployment rates are inversely correlated with education, i.e. the more educated, the less likely 
to be employed.134 This is in contrast to men in Palestine and is a source of concern for the government135 
and underlies the PA’s specific reference to women in the National Development Plan.136  
 
Perhaps the most important factor behind these data, is the prevailing belief – underpinned in law in 
most countries –that only men bear financial responsibility for the household and women’s primary 
responsibilities should be confined to childbearing and taking care of their families. This has led to vertical137 
(i.e., women having limited access to leadership positions in institutions) as well as horizontal (i.e., women 
being concentrated in specific professions in the labour market) gender occupational segregation.  
 
In Lebanon challenges of balancing work and family life are intensified by norms that still tend to emphasise 
women’s primary responsibilities being family-related, as is evidenced by the fact that 59% of the female 
labour force are unmarried138, compared to only a third of the male labour force. Similarly, according to a 
recent labour market panel survey in Jordan139 the curtailment of public sector hiring since the mid-1980s, 
has ‘dramatically narrowed’ the prospects for educated, married women to enter employment. With the 

                                                 
131 Regulation No 90/2009 Of Domestic Workers, Cooks, Gardeners And Similar Categories 
132 It should be noted that “peasants” (agricultural workers) and migrant labour are not as yet covered by the Labour Law. Draft 
amendments to the Labour Law address this gap, but have yet to be approved by the Council of Ministers. 
133 Ibid 
134 Fact Sheet: Women’s Participation in the Palestinian Labour Force: 2010-2011, Figure 3, page 2 
135 State of Palestine, National Development Plan, 2014-16: State Building to Sovereignty, 2014, page 69 
136 Palestinian National Development Plan 
137 Some examples indicate the vertical gender occupational segregation is changing. E.g. in Lebanon the duration of service 
serves as an eligibility criteria for promotion and fast-tracking strategies can overcome this barrier for the increasing numbers of 
qualified women. 
138 CAS (2007) Living Standards Survey 2007, Table 87b,  
139 Gender and The Jordanian Labor Market Ragui Assaad, Rana Hendy, And Chaimaa Yassine Working Paper 701, July 2012 

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/publication/wcms_218024.pdf
http://www.mopad.pna.ps/en/images/PDFs/Palestine%20State_final.pdf
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private sector generally perceived to be less hospitable to women than the more family-friendly public 
sector women working in the private sector therefore tend to leave the labour force at marriage. The paper 
concludes that ‘the interplay between conservative social and cultural norms about gender roles in the 
household and in society, alongside economic and policy-related factors, together reduce the prospects for 
female employment in Jordan.’ In sum, women ‘find it hard to reconcile working for wages in the private sector with 
their family responsibilities’ and that the country must therefore find a way to reduce the cost to private 
employers of hiring married women with child care and other responsibilities. 
 

 6.3 Gender-based violence  
Despite limited available and reliable data, existing data deriving from national surveys on violence against 
women140 conducted in several countries do reveal a strong prevalence across the region.141  

 
With regard to incidences of violence against 
women in Algeria, for example, a survey 
concluded that 9000 cases of abuse were 
reported and around 50 per cent of those 
victims were young women between 23-40 
years. In Jordan, a national survey pointed out 
that one in three ever-married women aged 
15-49 years reported being subjected to 
physical violence.  
 
Prevalence of violence was more than twice 
as high among divorced women as among 
currently married female respondents. Survey 
data by the Palestinian Central Bureau of 
Statistics in 2011 reveal that 37 percent of 
women ever married have experienced some 
type of violence at the hands of their 
spouses.142  
 
With respect to perceptions on violence 
against women, throughout the region a high 
percentage of women ages 15-49 perceive 

wife beating as justifiable, in particular Jordan, Algeria and Morocco (see Graph 11). A 2013 survey in 
Egypt shows that around 30 percent of ever-married women in the sample believe a husband is justified in 
beating his wife if she goes out without his permission, neglects her children, or refuses to have sexual 
intercourse with him.143  

 
Gender-based violence and discrimination are not new phenomena, but conflicts build on existing 
inequities to disadvantage women in distinctive ways.  
 
Women are more prone to economic and physical insecurities, which is exacerbated when sexual violence 
is used as a weapon of war. Sexual violence, including rape, indecent assault and sexual harassment, 
has largely increased in countries going through armed conflict or political transition.144 This 
worrying increase of sexual violence has occurred amidst general domestic violence, which remains the 

                                                 
140 The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women defines violence against women as “any act of gender-based 
violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of 
such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life”.  
141 ESCWA/ECW, Combating Domestic Violence against Women and Girls: Policies to Empower Women in the Arab Region, 
(2013) 
142 PCBS, Press Release, Main Findings of Violence Survey in the Palestinian Society, December 2011; (30 percent in the West 
Bank, 51 percent in Gaza). http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Portals/_pcbs/PressRelease/el3onfNewenglish.pdf.     
143 Ibid 128 
144See statement UN Special rapporteur for sexual violence in conflict Zainab Hawa Bangura  
http://www.un.org/press/en/2013/sc11043.doc.htm  

Graph 11: Perceptions of wife-beating as justifiable (% 
of women  aged 15-49) 

 
Source: Data from UNDP Human Development Report 2014, Table 12. 
No information available for Israel, Libya, Palestine and Syria. 

6
7

.9

3
9

.3

0
.0

9
0

.0

0
.1

0
.0

6
3

.9

0
.0

0
.0

3
0

.3

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

A
lg

e
ri

a

E
g

y
p

t

Is
ra

e
l

Jo
rd

a
n

L
e
b

a
n

o
n

L
ib

y
a

M
o

ro
c

c
o

P
a

le
st

in
e

S
y

ri
a

T
u

n
is

ia

%
 w

o
m

e
n

 a
g

e
s 

15
-4

9
 p

e
rc

e
iv

in
g

 w
if

e
-b

e
a
ti

n
g

 a
s 

ju
st

if
ia

b
le

http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/Portals/_pcbs/PressRelease/el3onfNewenglish.pdf
http://www.un.org/press/en/2013/sc11043.doc.htm


35 
 

most prevalent form of violence against women in the region. The Global Summit to End Sexual Violence 
in Conflict found that “there are new forms of violence against women and girls intrinsically linked to the 
political uprisings of the Arab Spring - women’s ‘bodies are battlefields’ and are being instrumentalized in 
political rivalries.”145  
 
The UN Commission of Inquiry on the conflict in Syria and others report that sexual violence has been 
systematically used by regime forces, most commonly in detention and during house raids, particularly for 
women, with a high incidence of sexual violence taking place during protests and conflicts.146 In addition 
rates of early marriage are increasing among refugee population in the region. UN Women reported that 
over 50% of Syrian women refugees were married before age 18.147 In some cases, families in refugee 
settings resort to early marriage, usually to an older male relative, as a safeguard to their ‘honour’ or to hide 
the fact that a girl has been raped. Families are often resort to forced marriage or early marriage of their 
daughters in most cases for financial support.148 
 
In a 2013 survey by UN Women in Egypt, more than 99 percent of women reported being sexually 
harassed in public.149 While Egypt in 2014 criminalized sexual harassment for the first time, women's rights 
advocates have been sceptical  of the new law, noting some burdensome requirements - such as requiring 
women who are sexually harassed or assaulted to have two witnesses to the crime – will render it difficult 
to enforce. While no official data are available, according to a 2015 report of Amnesty International the 
new law does not appear to have resulted in increased prosecutions or convictions and depicts the 
devastating “culture of impunity” towards perpetuators.    
 
Impunity is wide spread across the region and not only caused by the transition processes, but 
rather stems from poor application of existing laws due to over-riding traditional attitudes by the judiciary, 
communities and the people and weak government commitments tend to be due to such attitudes. 
 
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)150 is particularly prevalent in Egypt; few reports mention the 
existence of FGM elsewhere in the ENP South region. The 2008 Demographic and Health Survey reported 
that 91% of Egyptian women aged 15-49 had undergone FGM as follows: 96% in rural areas; 85% in urban 
areas; 95% among the poorest 20%; and 78% among the richest 20%.151 Comparing FGM rates by age 
groups indicate lower rates among the 15-19 and 20-24 age groups (81 and 87 per cent, respectively), 
suggesting a possible decline in the practice.  These figures are alarmingly high, particularly in view of the 
fact that Egypt criminalized FGM in 2008.  Nevertheless, no one had been convicted for violating the ban 
until January 2015 when an Egyptian court convicted two people for carrying out FGM, in a case where 
the girl died as a result.  
 
In several countries laws continue to be lenient on honour crimes.152 In Jordan, Lebanon and Syria 
Penal Codes include articles to address honour crimes but the application remains consistent; the Palestinian 
Authority has an old Jordanian law with larger loopholes allowing limited punishment. In Syria NGOs 
suggest a recent rise in honour killings following war rapes153. Honour crimes are less common in the 
Maghreb & Libya.  
 

                                                 
145 Rachel Kean, “The Rise of Violence against Women and Girls since the Arab Spring,” International Security Meeting 
Summary (London: Chatham House, 2014), http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/ 
field/field_document/20140610RiseViolenceAgainstWomenArabSpring.pdf. 
146 Amnesty International, HRW, Saferworld 
147http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/Library/Publications/2013/7/Reportweb%20pdf
.pdf. P. 29  
148 https://www.care.org/emergency/syrian-refugees-in-jordan/pdf/CARE-Syrian-Refugees-in-Urban-Jordan-April-2013.pdf.  
149 In 2012, in response to the deplorable escalation of sexual attacks against women protesters, women and men organized in 
unprecedented cross-gender alliances to directly resist this violence.  
150 UNICEF. Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting: a statistical overview and exploration of the dynamics of change, 2013 
151 UNICEF, Egypt: MENA Gender Equality Profile, pp. 3, 6 
152 Killings in the name of honour, crimes of tradition, or crimes of honour - denote the murder of a female or male family 
member, usually by male relatives, to reclaim honour for the family following a perceived dishonourable act by the family 
member. 
153 http://www.trust.org/item/20131204182854-8hegf/ 

http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/06/09/egypts-awful-math-99-percent-of-its-women-have-been-sexually-harassed/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/06/09/egypts-awful-math-99-percent-of-its-women-have-been-sexually-harassed/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/05/12/egypt-sexual-assault_n_5309458.html
http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/Library/Publications/2013/7/Reportweb%20pdf.pdf
http://www.unwomen.org/~/media/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/Library/Publications/2013/7/Reportweb%20pdf.pdf
https://www.care.org/emergency/syrian-refugees-in-jordan/pdf/CARE-Syrian-Refugees-in-Urban-Jordan-April-2013.pdf
http://www.merip.org/mer/mer268/our-square
http://www.trust.org/item/20131204182854-8hegf/
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Taboos are still very strong related to sexual violence against boys, although there are indications that 
this area of GBV is problematic.154 While as a rule society fears sexual aggression against girls and women, 
the danger of sexual violence threatens boy children as well: in 2008 there were 251 cases of sexual abuse 
of boys and 444 of such abuse of girls. The rising numbers of cases of violence are an indicator of increased 
reporting and lodging of complaints, besides heightened awareness.”  …….  “As a result of increased public 
awareness, reported cases of sexual aggression in 2009 comprises 77 cases of rape and 421 of indecent 
assault, 193 of them involving boys and 228 involving girls. All these cases were referred to the judiciary 
for prosecution.”  Para 47). 
 
Growing recognition of the prevalence of different forms of violence led to the realization of the need for 
a stronger legal framework that could afford adequate protection. For example in Jordan some existing laws 
were amended, and new laws and regulations were promulgated including the 2008 Domestic Violence 
Protection Act, although the law does not provide a definition of “domestic violence” nor “violence against 
women”. It relies on the Penal Code and judges’ discretion to determine what constitutes violence.155  
 
With the exceptions of Algeria, Morocco, the Palestinian Authority and Tunisia, no state within 
the ENP South region has adopted a national strategy to combat violence against women as 
requested by the UN.156 In designing their national strategies to fight and/or prevent GBV these countries 
adopted a participatory approach building consensus among different stakeholders (including police, justice 
bodies, health providers, decision makers, media, religious leaders, research institutes and survivors of 
violence) who are increasingly getting involved and committed. 
 
Through extensive consultation and review of evidence, the National Commission to Combat Violence 
Against Women in Algeria produced the National Strategy to Combat Violence against Women throughout 
the Life Cycle, which was adopted in 2007. Morocco adopted a five-year national strategy to combat 
violence against women in 2008, under the leadership of the Ministry of Social Development, Family and 
Solidarity. In 2013 the Islamist Minister promoted the principles of parity and equality advocated by the 
new Moroccan constitution, along with the development of legal and legislative texts to protect the rights 
of women and prevent violence against them157. However, the bill on violence against women is still 
pending despite the ongoing struggles of Moroccan women.  
 
In 2011 the Palestinian Cabinet approved the National Strategic Plan to Combat Violence against Women 
2011-2019,158 providing a framework for addressing VAW and coordinating contributions by key partners 
with the National Committee on Combatting Violence against Women.159 Efforts underway include 
enacting a law protecting women against domestic violence, amending the Penal Code and the Criminal 
Procedural Law to eliminate discrimination against women in reporting abuse. In 2013 the Tunisian 
Government adopted specific measures to combat gender-based violence through its National Action Plan 
for the Elimination of Violence against Women.160 Tunisia’s new constitution (2014) clearly addresses the 
issue of violence against women "The State is obliged to act through public authorities by taking measures 
to eliminate all forms of violence against women” opening ways for the necessary legal reforms.  
 
In Lebanon the acceptance by the National Assembly of a draft Law on the Protection of Women and 
Other Family Members from Domestic Violence in April 2014 proved a disappointment to many activists 
and civil society groups. A number of revisions negotiated during the process of approval have considerably 

                                                 
154 In Jordan, the 5th CEDAW report reflects many boys as well as girls survivors of sexual violence addressing the Family 
Protection Branch of the Public Security Directorate. 
155 Alongside the awareness raising, services, and the legal framework a more effective system of shelters was gradually put in 
place. The Dar Al-Wifaq Family Reconciliation Centre recognized as a pilot model for such shelters, brings together under one 
roof the services of a range of providers from governmental, CSOs and the private sector, a system referred to as “co-location”. 
156 See UN general assembly resolution 63/155 
157 Even if passed, the bill addresses married and divorced women and does not include provisions relating to single mothers. 
158National Strategic Plan to Combat Violence against Women 2011-2019 
http://www.academia.edu/5786764/Palestinian_National_Authority_Gender_Equality_and_Womens_Empowerment_Strategic
_Plan_for_Combating_Violence_against_Women_VAW_2011-2019   
159 Established in 2008 and led by the Ministry of Women’s Affairs 
160 http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2014/2/tunisias-new-constitution#sthash.7jbzzExE.dpuf  

http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/take-action/commit/government-commitments#tunisia
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/take-action/commit/government-commitments#tunisia
http://www.academia.edu/5786764/Palestinian_National_Authority_Gender_Equality_and_Womens_Empowerment_Strategic_Plan_for_Combating_Violence_against_Women_VAW_2011-2019
http://www.academia.edu/5786764/Palestinian_National_Authority_Gender_Equality_and_Womens_Empowerment_Strategic_Plan_for_Combating_Violence_against_Women_VAW_2011-2019
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2014/2/tunisias-new-constitution#sthash.7jbzzExE.dpuf
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diluted the text concerning acts that are considered as domestic violence and have weakened the proposed 
mechanisms for protecting women and children from violence.161 This law has yet to enter into force.  
 
 

7. Women in Politics, Leadership, and the Public Sphere 
 
7.1 Women’s political participation and representation 
Across the MENA region, women’s participation in representative bodies shows improvements, although 
it is still uneven, with most countries still far from reaching the 30% critical benchmark. According to the 
Global Gender Gap report 2014 the region continues to rank sixth on the Political Empowerment sub 
index, with only 8% of the political gender gap closed. By 2015, there were two Arab countries with women 
accounting for more than 30 per cent of all Members of Parliament – Algeria and Tunisia - and the region 
increased its share of women ministers to 9.5 per cent.  
 
Over the last decade the most notable changes in women’s political participation occurred in Algeria, 
Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia and Libya, mainly as a result of constitutional requirements for equal 
representation in legislative bodies and introducing quotas, advocated for by women activists and civil 
society organizations. Although not without controversy, quotas, when implemented with sufficient 
resources and political will, have made a difference as in Morocco, Tunisia, Libya and Algeria.162 Other 
measures that have been influential in increasing the proportion of seats held by women include electoral 
reform, targeted capacity building training, financing campaign and positive media attention.  
 
The presence of women in traditionally male-dominated ministries, such as Ministries of Interior and 
Justice, has increased over the past decade and women’s participation as 25% of all jurists nears the global 
average. Nonetheless, there are significant variations across the region. Some countries are making notable 
progress in closing the gender gap in the judiciary163, with Tunisia boasting 28% women judges, Algeria 
23.5%, and Morocco 20%. In 2012 a woman served as president of an Administrative Court in Tunisia. 
Yet in some countries there are no female judges, including at the highest levels of the legal system. 
 

Algeria is the second-best country 
from the region on the Political 
Empowerment sub index due to 
its high score on the Women in 
parliament indicator (32% of 
parliamentarians) and experienced 
a 7.9 percentage point increase in 
its number of women ministers – 
now with six instead of four 
women ministers and stands out 
for the high percentage (31%) of 
women (145 out of 462 seats) 
elected in the National Assembly 
in May 2012. Similarly in Tunisia 
the number of women in 
government grew significantly. 
The Parity Law adopted in Tunisia 
in 2011, obliges political parties to 
present electoral lists with men 

                                                 
161 The CEDAW report notes that “when the bill received the consent of the Council of Ministers (6 April 2010), the following 
was added to article 26, paragraph (first): ‘In the event of conflict between the provisions set forth in this law and the provisions 
of the personal status laws and rules of jurisdiction of the religious, spiritual and sectarian courts, the provisions of the latter 
pertaining to each subject shall be applied’. 4th & 5th CEDAW Report, para 212.5   
162 See Table 2 – Quota systems 
163 UN Women 2011: 60 

Graph 12: Gender Differences in representation in Parliament 

 
* Single House 
Source: Data from IPU parline, WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2014, Annex B2. 
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and women in alternating positions. While few parties put women on their lists in the first place, this 
adoption nonetheless improved women’s political participation in the 2011 elections.  
 
Women’s voting participation in the 2014 legislative and presidential elections in Tunisia was very 
significant. 50.5 Percent of registered voters in the 2014 elections were women—an impressive figure given 
that some 300,000 women living in rural areas are without identity cards and thus unable to register to vote. 
Women won 68 of 217 seats in the 2014 elections, and gained 6 more seats through ministerial 
appointments, resulting in a total of 74 seats (34 percent), which is the highest proportion in Tunisia’s 
history. The upcoming municipal elections in 2015 are an opportunity for women to increase their 
participation in municipal councils.  
 
In Libya, while the political arena remains heavily dominated by men, women’s political participation at the 
national level has significantly increased,164 mainly because of legislative quota advocated for by CSOs. The 
elections of July 2012 have seen women win 33 seats out of 200 in the General National Congress while at 
the local level (especially in informal local governance bodies) opposition to women’s participation remains 
entrenched.  
 
At the national level in Morocco, political developments helped usher more women into the legislature, 
creating a more favourable environment for reform of the nationality law. Between 1999 and 2001, most 
political parties adopted internal quotas for women to play a greater role in party affairs and reserved 
national-level party seats for women. In the 2002 legislative elections, a record 35 women were elected to 
the 325-seat Chamber of Representatives (UNHCR 2014). Morocco also adopted quota and incentives at 
local level.165  
 
Despite some progress, women’s representation in the national legislature in Jordan remains small despite 
a quota of 25 percent for female representation. In the January 2013 parliamentary elections, 16 women 
won seats and entered the 150-seated parliament. Women are considerably under-represented in higher-
level positions within the executive authority, but more progress has been made at local levels of 
government; since 1995, the number of women in municipal councils increased from 30 to 241 in 2007. 
The percentage of women in the judiciary has been slowly growing, but women remain clustered in lower-
level positions.  
 
Following feminists’ struggle to enforce a 20% quota for women the Palestinian Authority adopted 
voluntary party quotas, reserved seats and legislated gender quotas in 2006.166 As of 2014, three of the 18 
cabinet members of the “Unity Government” are women. Currently Palestinian feminist movements are 
discussing with PLO factions the possibility of increasing the female quota system to 30%, while women’s 
representation within Hamas remains timid.167 According to GUPW168 in addition to the quota increase a 
shift to the proportional representation system is required which is contributing to women’s low 
representation.169  
 
In Egypt a marked gender gap persists in the high level decision-making positions in government, the 
administration and civil society. In 2011, Egypt ranked 125 out of 133 countries in term of women’s political 
rights and 128 out of 131 in terms of women’s representation in parliament. With the exception of three 
years in which a quota system was in place, women have never accounted for more than 2% of 

                                                 
164 16.5% in General National Congress (GNC), 10% in the Constituent Drafting Assembly (CDA) and 16% in the House of 
Representatives (HoR) 
165 Amendment of the municipal charter 2002.2008, Electoral Act 2011 
166 In practice, at least one woman must be listed among the first three candidates in each political party; one woman among the 
next four candidates; and one woman for the next five on the list. The lists are closed. See, Gender quotas in special areas, Idea, 
April 7, 2014, http://www.idea.int/gender/quotas_special_areas.cfm?country=183 
167 “Palestinian women demand quota increase,” Al Monitor The Pulse of the Middle East, March 13, 2015  
168 General Union of Palestinian Women 
169 In the current voting system, 50% are elected through a proportional representation system, with the other 50% elected 
through contests between individual candidates in multi-member districts. The latter is highly influenced by families and tribes 
rather than the party-list system, heavily contributing to why women have been losing. 

http://www.idea.int/gender/quotas_special_areas.cfm?country=183
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parliamentary representation,170 including following the January 25 Revolution.171 In May 2014, Egypt 
passed a law establishing a quota for upcoming elections that mandates an almost 50% female participation 
rate in parliamentary elections.172  
 
Israel, Lebanon and Syria are the only countries that never adopted any quota system. In Israel women are 
severely underrepresented in the political system and decision-making processes on all levels and areas. 
Their absence is especially prominent in areas of security as well as peace making and peace negotiations. 
Between 2009 and 2013, there was not one woman in the ministerial Security Cabinet. Women comprise 
only 22.5 percent of the current Knesset and a mere 22 percent of the government, constituting only six 
ministers. The under-representation of ultra-Orthodox, Arab-Israeli, Mizrahi, and migrant workers from 
the public sphere is particularly apparent and Ultra-Orthodox political parties, both Jewish and Muslim, do 
not allow women to run as Knesset candidates on their lists. In the 19th Knesset there were 27 female 
members, the highest number to date.   
 
Lebanon is second to-last overall on the Political Empowerment sub index in the region, with only 3% of 
female parliamentarians and no female minister. Women face serious challenges especially at national level 
where patriarchal traditions combine with sectarianism and clientelism exclude to a large extend women 
membership in the National Assembly. While many human rights and women’s organisations call for a 
gender quota to be introduced for national elections, the challenge is complicated by existing sectarian 
quotas. Gender quotas for political party lists could facilitate greater participation of women as candidates 
at municipal election level, where sectarian quotas do not present the same challenge as at national level. 
 
While Syria was one of the first Arab countries to grant female suffrage, women remain severely 
underrepresented in Syrian politics and government. They hold just 12 percent of the seats in the legislature, 
though the government has appointed some women to senior positions, including one of the two vice 
presidential posts173. Regardless of the formal electoral laws and processes, the protected conflict and 
hardening authoritarian regime under Bashar Al-Assad making it all but impossible for any genuine and 
legitimate elections for both women and men. 
 
Women’s participation in sub-national political bodies has progressed faster than at national level, 
although it can be more challenging to break in to this level. Civil society has increasingly mobilised support 
and training for candidates, often extending the training and support (including with mentoring activities) 
after election, to enable women candidates to take up their roles effectively. Where quotas have been 
introduced, several have been larger than for national level. Some abuse of quotas, such as proxy candidates 
who then allow male relatives to act “for them”, has happened, but often the election process has had an 
empowering effect. Furthermore, because of the proximity of municipal councils to the electorate, 
successful performance at municipal level has an impact on willingness to vote for women candidates in 
subsequent elections.  
 
In both Jordan and Lebanon, reported comments by the electorate often highlight the greater facility for 
women to raise issues of concern to them when there is a woman counsellor they can talk to. In Lebanon, 
where there is no quota, although the overall proportion of successful candidate female is still very small 
(4.7% of municipal council members), there have been two marked patterns: a higher rate of success among 
female candidates than among male – almost half win seats; and a rapid increase in numbers of women 
standing for election and in numbers elected (including as Mayor) – from 138 seats in 1998, 220 in 2004 
and 528 in 2010.   
 
In Morocco, the 2009 communal elections, with a 12% gender quota, saw women elected who tended to 
be more educated and younger than the successful male candidates. The quota for the next local elections 
will be increased to 30%. 

 

                                                 
170 Quota Project, Egypt  
171 The three years were 1979, 1984 and 2010. Sarah Al-Rashidi, Egyptian women campaign for larger role in parliament, Al 
Monitor, 24 April 2014 
172 Mona Eltahawy, “Women of the Arab Spring,” The Telegraph. June 17, 2014. 
173 Syria, Freedom of the World 2013 

http://www.quotaproject.org/uid/countryview.cfm?CountryCode=EG
mailto:http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/04/egypt-women-dostour-parliament-rights.html%23
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Table 2 - Quota Systems  

 
Country 

National single/ 
Lower Sub-national Political party lists Notes 

Algeria Reserved seats, 
proportional 

Reserved seats, 
proportional; 

No; Obligatory lists; 
funding incentive 

Electoral law 
Political funding 
legislation 

Egypt 
Parallel, Legislated 
Quotas for the 
Single/Lower House 

Legislated quotas 
Yes: 25% Obligatory 

Electoral law 
Constitution 

Israel 
No - List 
Proportional 
Representation  

No - List 
Proportional 
Representation  

Voluntary quotas 
adopted by political 
parties Party regulations 

Jordan 
Reserved seats, 
parallel system 

Yes: 30% reserved 
seats No Electoral law 

Lebanon No No No (Confessional quotas) 

Libya 
Legislated quotas for 
the Single/Lower 
House 

Legislated quotas; 
reserved seats Obligatory Electoral law 

Morocco 
Yes - 60 reserved 
seats in Lower House;  

Yes: 30% regional 
councils; reserved 
for district & 
communal councils No 

Electoral law  
Also 30 reserved seats 
for men aged under 40 

Palestine 
Legislated quotas for 
the Single/Lower 
House 20% 

Legislated quotas  
20% Voluntary  

Syria No No No  

Tunisia 
Legislated quotas for 
the Single/Lower 
House No Obligatory 

Constitution 
Electoral law 

Source: http://www.quotaproject.org/ March 2015 

 
7.2 Women, peace and security  
The Women, Peace and Security agenda has gained importance since the first UNSCR on the Women, 
Peace and Security in 2000 (see Box 1 - UNSCR 1325 Pillars). A recurring theme among the resolutions is 
the call for more data and a systematic assessment of the impacts of armed conflict on women and girls. 
However, overall implementation has been slow and incoherent. In conflict and post-conflict situations, 
women are mainly framed in the context of victimhood; their role as agents of change through peace 
building and reconciliation is often disregarded. The dynamics in the post Arab Spring transitional period, 
which is characterized with unrests, violence and exclusion of women in peace talks and negotiations, 
illustrate the much needed attention for armed conflict prevention, nonviolence and disarmament, which 
remains marginalized within the current UNSCR 1325 framework.  
 
Issues affecting the MENA region, such as low participation of women in peace-processes, shrinking space 
for civil society, with specific effects on women’s organizations, and the marginalization of armed conflict 
prevention mechanisms highlight the particular importance of UNSCR Security Council Resolutions 1325 
and its related resolutions. Despite shared security concerns in the region UNSCR 1325 remains largely 
untapped as a reference framework.  

 

Box 1- Pillars of the UNSCR 1325 and related resolutions on Women, Peace and Security:174  
- Women’s participation in all peace, security and conflict-related matters;  

                                                 
174 Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000); 1820 (2009);1888 (2009); 1889 (2010); 1960 (2011); 2106 (2013); and 2122 (2013).  
The seven resolutions should be taken together under a single umbrella, as they comprise the Women, Peace and Security 
international policy framework. They guide work to promote and protect the rights of women in conflict and post-conflict 
situations. Additionally, as binding Security Council resolutions, they should be implemented by all Member States and relevant 
actors, including UN system entities and parties to conflict. 

http://www.quotaproject.org/
http://www.peacewomen.org/pages/about-1325/scr-1325-the-text
http://www.peacewomen.org/pages/about-1325/scr-1820-the-text
http://www.peacewomen.org/pages/about-1325/scr-1888-the-text
http://www.peacewomen.org/pages/about-1325/scr-1889-the-text
http://www.peacewomen.org/pages/about-1325/scr-1960-the-text
http://www.peacewomen.org/pages/about-1325/scr-2106-the-text
http://www.peacewomen.org/pages/about-1325/scr-2122-the-text
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- Inclusion of women and a gender perspective in the prevention of conflict and of gender based or 
sexual violence;  
- Protection of women and girls and their rights in peacetime and during conflict;  
- Inclusion of women and a gender perspective in relief and recovery activities (including the prosecution 
of perpetrators of sexual and gender-based crimes and peacebuilding or peacekeeping activities). 

 
While several efforts have been made by human rights and peace organisations in the region, to 
date none of the 10 countries under review adopted a National Action Plan for the implementation 
of UNSCR 1325. Nevertheless the Women, Peace and Security Resolutions are important tools for 
women's organizations to pressure and demand women’s participation in peace processes, especially in 
relation to the current armed conflict and challenges the region is facing.  
 
Following the outbreak of the war in Syria in 2011, a National Plan of Syrian women in Peace and National 
Reconciliation has been adopted (not a UN resolution 1325 National Action Plan) but women remained 
excluded from the peace-negotiations process, reflecting their wider societal exclusion. In Libya, the 
increased militarization is specifically affecting women, directly threatening the personal safety of prominent 
women peace activists. 14 years after the adoption of UNSCR1325 there is little recognition of the 
resolution in Libya, negatively affecting the attempts to develop a National Action Plan. In Jordan women 
remain under-represented in most governance structures and women’s right to full participation in all 
matters of peace and security is being disregarded.175 A National Action Plan (NAP) on Women’s Rights 
was drafted in 2011176 but still awaits official approval.  
 
The National Strategy for Women in Lebanon incorporates related concerns in its strategic goals and ran a 
programme177 inspired by SCR 1325 in areas impacted by the 2006 war. While the Israeli government 
decided to enact an official National Action Plan for the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 (UNSCR 1325)178 in December 2014 the government has dissolved since and the challenge remains 
to adopt and implement this decision within the new government.  
 
Although women have played and are still playing a critical role in the transition processes, they have been 
marginalized from key decision-making positions. In Syria, women’s participation to the political 
negotiations of the transition process is very weak, as only two women are part of the Political Committee 
of the National Coalition of Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces. In Egypt, women have been largely 
underrepresented in all constituent bodies since 2011, as well as in all transitional governments. In Libya, 
the 60-member committee charged with drafting a new constitution elected in February 2014 includes only 
six women, although women’s NGOs gathered under the network “The Voice of Libyan Women” were 
campaigning for a 35 % women quota.179 
 
Women, and refugee women in particular, are still in the margins of regional and national decision-
making and structures on peace and security. This resonates the lack of accountability to international 
commitments to include diverse women’s voices, clear gender analysis and anti-discrimination measures in 
decision-making and actions on all aspects of peace and security.  
 

7.3 The role of the media and the internet 
The media and the internet have had mixed impact on women’s roles in the public sphere and there is still 
much stereotyping of women. Even when they are invited to comment as political candidates, they are 
asked about “female issues” rather than wider social or political problems. At the same time, in several 
countries, the media have played an important role in breaking taboos and triggering awareness on issues 
of discrimination advocated by activists. As recently as a decade ago subjects that were taboo – like violence 

                                                 
175 National report Jordan 2012 – MENA Agenda 1325 
176 "Towards a Jordanian National Action Plan on Women's Rights" (21 March 2011) drafted by a coordinating committee 
including government organizations and NGOs under the umbrella of the Jordanian National Commission for Women (JNCW); 
a semi-governmental agency  
177 Women Empowerment: Peaceful Action for Security and Stability” - WEPASS) 
178 National bodies assigned responsibility for its implementation are the Authority for the Advancement of women's Status 
(UNSCR 1325) and the Ministry of Justice (related resolutions) 
179 See https://www.opendemocracy.net/rhiannon-smith/women-left-behind-as-libyas-constitution-drafting-moves-forwards  

http://www.peacewomen.org/news_article.php?id=5145&type=news
https://www.opendemocracy.net/rhiannon-smith/women-left-behind-as-libyas-constitution-drafting-moves-forwards
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against women or “honour” killings – are publicly aired and debated. In addition, the media provides many 
examples of women achievers as role models. 
 
Social media were also an important factor in supporting organizing during the Arab Spring and the use of 
social media is growing fast. A new generation of civil society actors working for women’s and human rights 
are developing new methods to engage broader segments of society. Moreover, social media offer forums 
for even more open discussion of social issues. Among the many creative social media civil society initiatives 
a prominent example of women utilizing social media to create change within their communities and 
countries appeared in Egypt.  Egyptian women have been using a number of hashtags - among them 
#Idon’tFeelSafeOnTheStreet, #AntiHarassment and #ExposeHarasser - on social networking sites to 
speak up about the daily sexual harassment they experience. These campaigns are part of an effort to expose 
harassers and break the silence surrounding their crimes, tweeting myriad incidents along with advocating 

the courage to expose and confront harassers.180 Similarly in Morocco activists are successfully using social 
media to raise awareness of the extent of violence against women, such as street harassment.  
 
However, with the expansion and diversification of civil society activism during and following the uprisings, 
one area where networks’ capacities are particularly lacking is in communication technology. Sharing 
information is a central component of networking, and many CSOs have not yet developed the tools to do 
so effectively hampering the development of innovative strategies for information sharing and advocacy to 
address inequality and social injustices. This would include messaging across media platforms and social 
media to raise awareness of gender-based violence and challenge traditional gender perspectives; build 
popular support for civil society’s work; and engage men to join efforts to combat discrimination and 
violence against women. 
 
This is an area where there is much to share and learn among civil society organisations to tackle 
priority issues from both a legal and social approach through cross-generational and cross-sectoral 
partnerships across the region.  
 
 

8. Main Challenges, Gaps and Recommendations for future Regional 
Programming  

 
8.1 Main Challenges and Gaps 

 

 Regional diversity 

Although the majority of people in the ENP South region share a common language and religion there is 
considerable diversity of ethnicity, religion and sect, dialect, country size and population, GDP, political 
evolution, and social progress. This makes generalization difficult, and prioritizes learning lessons from 
country experience at the national and local levels to develop a solid basis for region-wide exchanges of 
expertise and experience.   
 
While there are considerable differences in the economic status of the countries under review, overall 
poverty is on the rise, partly due to cuts in social welfare programs that started long before the Arab Uprising 
and further deepened by the global economic crisis, disruptions following the “Arab Spring” and related 
refugee movements. Millions of people live close to or below the poverty line throughout the region with 
women-headed households disproportionally affected. Several “Arab-Spring” countries are in the midst of 
political transitions with uncertain outcomes for social justice and women’s rights. Violent conflicts in Syria, 
Gaza and Libya have led to millions of people internally displaced and fleeing over frontiers, which has 
created urgent humanitarian needs, and constitute a major security threat to neighbouring countries and the 
entire region.  
 

                                                 
180 Read more: http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/01/egypt-women-sexual-harrassment-social-
media.html#ixzz3UBImLQ9P 
 

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/01/egypt-women-sexual-harrassment-social-media.html#ixzz3UBImLQ9P
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/01/egypt-women-sexual-harrassment-social-media.html#ixzz3UBImLQ9P
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 National mechanisms to uphold and safeguard women’s rights  

National women’s machineries in the region are evolving with diverse mechanisms, different institutional 
structures and varying mandates; most countries have developed national gender equality strategies, 
reflecting a political commitment to advancing the status of women although budgetary investment and 
technical capacity often fails to match such commitments. Libya is the only country in the ENP South 
region without any formal national mechanism for gender equality.  
 
Despite many positive developments, the role of parliaments in advancing a gender equality agenda remains 
limited and the relations between national women’s machineries and civil society, in particular autonomous 
women’s movements, remain weak, limiting efforts to achieve gender equality goals. Most women’s 
machineries have limited relations with the media and limited regional communication and coordination 
among women’s machineries, an issue of particular importance given the common challenges facing women 
in this region and some successful experiences in bringing change. 
 
The lack of data systematically disaggregated by sex, one of the key instruments for sound gender sensitive 
policy and planning persists throughout the region and the quality of national data is mixed, with an 
apparent lack in sub-national data in many countries. Sex-disaggregated data on gender-based violence 
(GBV) are both not available nor looked at, since sexual GBV against boys is still a highly taboo topic.  
 
Challenges to the development and use of national statistical capacities include lack of political will; lack of 
accessibility of gender-sensitive data; l0imited capacity to analyse the implications of data collected; and 
contradictory or unreliable data in countries affected by conflict.  
 

 Women’s hard-won rights retracting  

During and following the uprisings civil society activism expanded throughout the region focusing on 
advocacy for human rights, democracy and citizenship, social development, and gender equality, 
accompanied by an increasingly prominent role for women and youth. However, these trends could be 
reversed if better-organized conservative Islamist movements gain strong representation in newly emerging 
democracies. Throughout the region there is a growing fear that “women’s hard-won rights are retracting 
amidst the steady rise of extremist ideology, conservative backlashes and militaristic state reactions” 
threaten to reverse previous gains on equal rights.  
 
Setbacks have become a reality in the aftermath of the Arab Spring revolutions creating a climate of fear, 
in particular among human and women’s rights activists. Persistent restrictions on civic organizations and 
human rights advocacy represent one of the main impediments to the expansion of women’s rights in the 
region, since activists are unable to organize and voice their demands without fear of persecution.  
 

 Limited awareness on women’s rights under the law  

All Neighbourhood South countries have ratified CEDAW and most constitutions uphold equality 
between citizens. However, most countries’ constitutions also specify respect for religious frames, 
subsequently transcribed in Personal Status/ Family Laws, which undermine constitutional guarantees of 
equality and are reflected in reservations to CEDAW. The CEDAW reporting process, a major advocacy 
tool for CSO activists and an incentive for Government progress, led several states to withdraw 
reservations.  
 
While the focus of attention often revolves around the need to lifting all reservations to CEDAW, relatively 
little attention appears to be paid to how the parts of CEDAW that have been approved can be used to 
generate formulation and implementation of domestic law. A key point made by civil society actors and 
women’s rights activists throughout the region is the need to address the lack of awareness by women and 
girls about their rights, given the rapidity of legal reform, and about the resources increasingly available to 
enable them to assert their rights. The challenge lies in how to raise the level of awareness, especially among 
those who are more marginalised and more vulnerable to not having their rights respected. 
 

 Restricting Women’s Economic Participation 
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Rising levels of education in the region have not significantly increased women’s opportunities in the 
economic sphere. The inverted relation between impressive progress in human development indicators and 
excessively low economic participation for women remains a salient feature of the region, in particular 
among the more educated. Women’s labour force participation remains the lowest in the world with 
significant wage gaps between women and men, while women’s unemployment remains the highest. While 
labour laws are generally supportive of women’s rights or gender neutral, the underlying assumption is that 
women are solely responsible for the domestic sphere and for child rearing and there is no recognition of 
men’s actual and potential roles within the family beyond that of breadwinner. 
 
In general, gender stereotyping in technical and tertiary education orientation across the region are among 
the factors leading to a serious mismatch between educational qualifications and labour market needs that 
remains unresolved. In particular vocational training education remains heavily gender stereotyped and out 
of touch with the market. At the same time there is a growing shift by women to non-traditional areas of 
study and efforts to bring vocational training more into line with market needs, breaking with stereotypes 
that all too often limit women to traditional handicrafts.  
 
Women remain better represented in the generally more family-friendly public sector than in the private 
sector, perceived to be less hospitable to women and therefore tend to leave the labour force at marriage 
as women ‘find it hard to reconcile working for wages in the private sector with their family responsibilities.’ This reduces 
the prospects for female employment and points to the need to diminish the cost to private employers of 
hiring married women with child care and other family responsibilities. 
 
Across the region women are less engaged in entrepreneurial activity then men, with women entrepreneurs 
facing significant gender related barriers that inhibit access to finance, business associations and networks. 
This limits their support base for legal transactions, organising supply chains or effectively marketing their 
business. A particular challenge for women entrepreneurs is marketing: women micro-entrepreneurs tend 
to have a supply driven - rather than a market driven approach, lacking data and analysis to shift from an 
over-saturated areas (e.g. handicrafts, small-scale food-processing) to ones that are in demand by the 
market.     
 
Challenges in assessing women’s labour force participation compared to men include the scarcity of gender-
disaggregated data and to ensure that women’s labour force participation is not limited to one or two 
factors, but considers the entire range. This may include: high fertility rate & early marriage; high 
unemployment rates; cultural barriers, beliefs and norms; gender-based wage gaps and lower return on 
employment; gender-based occupational segregation; low female representation in decision-making jobs; 
and the gap between available skill level and labour market demand.  
 
This is confirmed in a recent DFID study181 which points to the following barriers to women’s economic 
participation in the MENA region: poor quality education; the demands of the care economy; disincentives 
to working in the private sector after marriage; cultural perceptions of women’s domestic role; views on 
what are culturally-appropriate sectors and roles for women to occupy, discriminatory labour laws and 
practices, limited access to capital and finance, and restrictions on women’s mobility and freedom of 
association. The study also notes that ‘the evidence base on each of these barriers is generally weak and 
inconsistent, and that there is little evidence of the impact of initiatives that have sought to address these 
constraints, pointing to the need for increased research and learning to better understand the challenges 
and identify ways of addressing them.’  
 

 Increasing gender based violence and sexual violence, including rape and sexual 

harassment  

Despite limited available and reliable data, existing data deriving from national surveys on violence against 
do reveal a strong prevalence across the region. Gender-based violence and discrimination are not new 

                                                 
181 Mcloughlin, C. Women’s economic role in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). Governance and Social Development 
Resource Centre, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK (2013) 26 pp. http://www.gsdrc.org/docs/open/HDQ889.pdf 
 

http://www.gsdrc.org/docs/open/HDQ889.pdf
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phenomena, but conflicts build on existing inequities to disadvantage women in distinctive ways. Women 
are more prone to economic and physical insecurities, which is exacerbated when sexual violence is used as 
a weapon of war. Sexual violence, including rape, indecent assault and sexual harassment, has largely 
increased, in particular in countries going through armed conflict or political transition. While visibility 
increased as taboos fall, allowing discussion & reporting, sexual GBV against males is still almost totally 
invisible due to strong taboos that are barely starting to be addressed. 
 
This worrying increase of sexual violence has occurred amidst general domestic violence, which remains 
the most prevalent form of violence against women in the region. Impunity is wide spread across the region 
and not only caused by the transition processes, but rather stems from poor application of existing laws 
due to over-riding traditional attitudes by the judiciary, communities and the people and weak government 
commitments tend to be due to such attitudes. In several countries laws continue to be lenient on honour 
crimes. Taboos are still very strong related to sexual violence against boys, although there are indications 
that this area of GBV is problematic. 
 
Besides Algeria, Morocco, the Palestinian Authority and Tunisia, no state within the ENP South region has 
adopted a national strategy to combat violence against women as requested by the UN. 
 

 Women’s low representation in the political arena 

The political arena in the region remains heavily dominated by men, and despite some progress, women’s 
political participation remains low, particularly in parliament and political parties. While some countries are 
making notable progress in male-dominated ministries and closing the gender gap in the judiciary, there are 
nevertheless significant variations across the region both at national and municipal level. Women’s 
participation in sub-national political bodies has progressed faster than at national level, although it can be 
more challenging to break in to this level.  
 
The use of quotas has been diverse (e.g. reserved seats (constitutional and/or legislative); legal candidate 
quotas (constitutional and/or legislative); political party quotas (voluntary) and there has been mixed 
experience in its use at both national and local levels – in some countries, the percentage was too small to 
make a difference. For example in Palestine and Jordan, contests between individual candidates in multi-
member districts is highly influenced by families and tribes rather than the party-list system, heavily 
contributing to why women have been losing. However in Lebanon gender quotas for political party lists 
could facilitate greater participation of women as candidates at municipal election level, where sectarian 
quotas do not present the same challenge as at national level.  
 
Although not without controversy, quotas, when implemented with sufficient resources and political will, 
have made a difference as in Morocco, Tunisia, Libya and Algeria. Other measures that have been influential 
in increasing the proportion of seats held by women include electoral reform, targeted capacity building 
training, financing campaign and positive media attention. Whether there are quotas or not, the obstacles 
to women’s election include the fact that they have limited access to the financial resources needed, limited 
mobility, and lack the same patronage and networks as men. The question remains to what extent women 
represent an agenda for social justice and gender equality and how meaningful parliaments themselves are, 
given the authoritarian regimes that prevail in some countries, and the as yet incomplete transition to 
democracy in others.  

 

 Women’s exclusion from regional and national decision-making structures on peace and 

security  

Women, and refugee women in particular, are still in the margins of regional and national decision-making 
and structures on peace and security. This resonates the lack of accountability to international commitments 
to include diverse women’s voices, clear gender analysis and anti-discrimination measures in decision-
making and actions on all aspects of peace and security. While several efforts have been made by human 
rights and peace organisations in the region, to date none of the 10 countries under review adopted a 
National Action Plan for the implementation of UNSCR 1325.  
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Nevertheless the Women, Peace and Security Resolutions are important tools for women's organizations 
to pressure and demand women’s participation in peace and transition processes. The lack of 
implementation measures prevents accountability and also exaggerates gaps between women at the 
grassroots and urban women’s movements. Moreover, at many levels of society, there is a lack of adequate 
awareness or knowledge about the resolution and its significance as a tool for the empowerment of women 
– whether at the level of civil society, political parties, or local communities.  
 

 The role of media and internet  

In several countries, the media have played an important role in breaking taboos and triggering awareness 
on issues of discrimination challenged by activists. Social media were also an important factor in supporting 
organizing during the Arab Spring and the use of social media is growing fast. In addition, social media 
offer forums for even more open discussion of social issues. However, with the expansion and 
diversification of civil society activism during and following the uprisings, one area where networks’ 
capacities are particularly lacking is in communication technology, hampering the development of 
innovative strategies for information sharing and advocacy to address inequality and social injustices.  
 
This would include messaging across media platforms and social media to raise awareness of gender-based 
violence and challenge traditional gender perspectives; build popular support for civil society’s work; and 
engage men to join efforts to combat discrimination and violence against women. This is an area where 
there is much to share and learn among civil society organisations, tackling priority issues from both a legal 
and social approach through cross-generational and cross-sectoral partnerships across the region.  
 

 Engaging Men in Gender Equality 

Addressing the impact of stereotypes on women’s political, economic, and social development necessitates 
attention to the impact of stereotypes on men. Both women and men would benefit from an understanding 
of how these stereotypes play out so as to move toward a more equal partnership in all spheres. Although 
the research on this issue in the region is still at an early stage as is the public debate, in the country gender 
assessments several stakeholders point out the importance of concerted efforts to tackle issues of 
masculinity, enabling men to recognise the benefits of gender equality and mobilising their active support 
against discriminatory legislation that impedes such equality.  
 
In addition, some experiences as in Egypt and Lebanon, issues of sexual harassment, citizenship and of 
domestic violence have served to mobilise men in support of women’s rights, not only because they identify 
with the victims, but also because men are victims too. 
 

8.2 Recommendations for future Programming at Regional / Multi-Country Level 
 
Based on the main gaps and challenges identified and building on the 2012-2016 Spring Forward for 
Women regional programme, in particular current actions undertaken on political and participation and 
women’s economic empowerment182 the following regionally supported programmes could be considered:  
 

a) A regional programme on women’s participation in the political sphere  

- Support building local level governance: women’s participation in local council elections is an 
important area for capacity development and a stepping-stone to national leadership. This would 
include supporting NGO outreach by partnering with women’s organisations on community 
development at grassroots level, contributing to overcoming rural-urban, generational, religious-
secular and economic/class divides and building constituencies; supporting coordination to work 
with local women cadre (in particular with upcoming elections); sharing experiences and good 
practice (e.g. Lebanon, Morocco), including study tours; and identifying and addressing context 
specific obstacles to women’s election and effective participation. 

                                                 
182 Evaluation of actions undertaken and lessons learned will provide further insights to shape the new regional programme. 
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- Support the analysis and compilation of measures that have been influential in increasing women’s 
participation and representation in local and national level governance and share lessons learned. 
This would include the use of quota initiatives, electoral reform, targeted capacity building training, 
financing campaign and affirmative media attention through the promotion of “role models” of 
effective women leaders, mayors, etc. 

 
b) A multi-country programme aimed at promoting peace and security  

- Strengthen the role and sustainable participation of civil society groups in countries affected by 
conflict and countries undergoing unstable transitions, affected by rising militarism and extremism. 
This would include: providing technical skills to maximise open dialogue via digital means among 
civil society activists in order to exchange ideas, including social media; comparative learning from 
transition processes both within and outside the region. 

- Support concerted efforts of women and human rights CSOs and advocates to include women in 
regional and national decision-making platforms on peace and security in cooperation with UN 
Peace-making forces and UN Women. This would include identifying shared priorities and needs, 
including the need for gendered transitional justice mechanisms; and enhance meaningful 
representation of women, particularly where new constitutions are being drafted. 

- Support coordinated networks on women, peace and security to draw National Action Plans for 
the implementation of UNSCR 1325. This would include creating spaces on how to write a national 
action plans (NAP); learning opportunities and sharing best practices in the field of peace and 
security.  
 

c) A regional programme to reinforce women’s economic participation and empowerment 

 

- Promote prospects for women’s employment in the private sector labour force. This would 

include: reducing the cost to private employers of hiring married women with child care and other 

family responsibilities by increasing the role of the state in financing paid maternity leave; enhance 

family-friendly workplace support (such as flexible working-time arrangements, improving quality 

child-care services, etc.); encourage parental leave legal provisions; and enforcing existing legal 

provisions, such as those that support childcare and part-time work.  

- Support efforts to enhance women’s participation in non-traditional areas of study and bring 

vocational training more into line with market needs. This would include research to further 

explore which factors shape gender differences in the choice of field of study; address stereotyping 

in education and training choices; challenge curricula, teaching material and training policies to 

avoiding gender stereo-typing; and promote better policy cohesion within and across related areas 

(social, educational and economic). 

- Enhance policy and institutional support for women’s enterprise development. This would include: 

ensure high-level policy leadership, increase access to credit and financial services, provide business 

development services and information; invest in market system development; strengthen 

networking in support of women entrepreneurs by building on existing women’s business networks 

(a growing number of business networks are providing women with motivational and technical 

support in the region, for example, the OECD-MENA Arab Women’s Business Forum and the 

Arab International Women’s Forum (AIWF).183 

- Support research to strengthen the evidence base on the barriers to women’s economic 

participation in the region and assess the impact of initiatives that have sought to address these 

constraints to inform future interventions. This would include: improve the availability of reliable 

gender disaggregated statistics, which are key to enhancing evidence-based decision-making and 

policy development. 

 

                                                 
183 See: http://www.aiwfonline.com/home.aspx 
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d) A multi-country programme to address the rise of violence against women and girls the 

Arab Spring 

- Support the development/amendment of national legislation and the development / 
implementation of national strategies to combat gender based violence, especially domestic 
violence and sexual violence, and impunity. This would include building on the experiences with 
the implementation of existing national action plans adopted and the League of Arab States 
regional strategy to show progress while identifying existing gaps and the actions that remain to be 
undertaken; considering the dearth of services for victims of violence, identify what remains to be 
done based on a solid, comparative study of what is already in place; address systematically violence 
against women in political dialogues at all levels with the ENP South countries, in particular 
countries in transition. 

- Strengthen local CSOs capacities to advocate for gender equality and women’s rights, in particular 
protection from violence. This would include awareness-raising and advocacy actions against 
gender based violence targeting opinion leaders and the public at large; and improvements in 
research and data collection. 

- Engaging men to join efforts to combat discrimination and violence against women. This would 
include understanding gender norms and how they exacerbate violence against women and girls, 
including sexual and gender based violence; provide media training and diversify messaging across 
media platforms to raise awareness of gender-based violence, combating taboos on discussion of 
sexual gender based violence against boys and challenge traditional gender perspectives. 

 
A core component of all the above mentioned priority areas is to strengthen national statistical 
capacities to provide adequate gender statistics, a pre-condition for gender aware policy and planning. 
This includes the collection of data in areas insufficiently covered; the collection of sub-national data; and 
improvements in the quality, analysis and accessibility of national data.  
 
The following key strategic mechanisms could guide the elaboration of strategies and programming in the areas 
identified:  

 Policy dialogue: influencing policy change through national/regional dialogue with key state/non-
state actors; support data and information analysis for gender policy. 

 Capacity development: building institutional capacity of key state/non-state actors to affect change for 
addressing inequality, e.g. key ministries, NWMs, CSOs, women’s rights/human rights 
organizations, youth organizations and religious institutions at local, national and regional level.  

 Knowledge development: supporting the identification of knowledge gaps and development of 
knowledge products through (action) research & studies; capitalize on analysis and lessons learned 
from good practice.  

e) Communication and advocacy: promoting a culture of equality and facilitate a conducive environment 
for affecting change through targeted media campaigns, dissemination of promotional materials, 
etc. based on a comprehensive communication strategy and good data analysis.  
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Annex I – State of Play Gender Equality Key International Conventions 184 
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1954 Convention on 
the Political Rights of 

Women 

2004 a 1981 a 1953s 
1954r 

1992 a  1989 a 1976 a   1968 a 

Amendment to article 8 
of the International 
Convention on the 
Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial 
Discrimination 

      2013 a  1998 A  

1966 International 
Covenant on 

Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights 

(CESCR); 

1968 s  
1989 r 

1967 s  
1982 r 

1966s  
1979r 

1972 s 
1975 r 

1972 a 1970 a 1977 s  
1979 r 

 1969 a 1968 s  
1969 r 

Optional Protocol to 
the International 

Covenant on 
Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights 

          

*1981 Convention on 
the Elimination of All 

Forms of 
Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW). 

1996 a 1980 s  
1981 r 

1980s 
1991r 

1980 s 
1992 r 

1997 a 1989 a 1993 a 2014a 2003 a 1980 s  
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20, paragraph 1 of the 
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    2008a     2011a 

                                                 
184 Signed (s) – ratified (r) – acceded (a) 
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2000 Convention 
against Transnational 

Organized Crime 

2000 s  
2002 r 

2000 s  
2004 r 

2000s 
2006r 

2002 s  
2009 r 

2001 s  
2005 r 

2001 s  
2004 r 

2000 s  
2002 r 

 2000s  
2009r 

2000 s  
2003 r 

2000 Protocol to 
Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in 
Persons, Especially 

Women and Children, 
supplementing the 
Convention against 

Transnational 
Organized Crime 

2001 s  
2004 r 

2002 s  
2004 r 

2001s  
2008r 

2009 a 2002 s 
2005 r 

2001 s  
2004 r 

2011 a  2000s  
2009r 

2000 s  
2003 r 

African Union Protocol 
to the African Charter 

on Human and Peoples' 
Rights on the Rights of 

Women in Africa 
(2003) 

s2003 s     2003 s 
2004 r 
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Annex II  Additional Tables & Graphs  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Graph 2:  Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI)  values, 
Mediterranean Neighbourhood Countries 

 
Note: SIGI values indicate  levels of gender discrimination in social institutions:  
Very low = SIGI < 0.04; Low = 0.04 < SIGI < 0.12; Medium = 0.12 < SIGI < 
0.22; High = 0.22 < SIGI < 0.35; Very high = 0.35 > SIGI 
Source: Data from Social Institutions and Gender Index; not available for Algeria, 
Israel, Palestine 

Graph 3:  Gender Inequality Index, Mediterranean 
Neighbourhood Countries 

 
Note: The Gender Inequality Index, presents a composite measure of 
gender inequality using three dimensions: reproductive health, 
empowerment and labour market participation. Source: Data from UNDP 
Human Development Report 2014, Table 4. 
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Graph 4:  Overall Gender Gap,  Mediterranean 

Neighbourhood Countries 

 

Source: Data from WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2014. 

NB: Data not available for Libya and Palestine 

Graph 5: Tracking the Gender Gap Over Time – Gender Gap 
Overall Scores (2006-2014) 

 
Source: Data from WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2014, Annex B2, pp54-57. 
Note: data not available for Libya and Palestine 
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Graph 7: Adolescent fertility rates per 1,000 adolescent among 
girls (15-19 years) 

 
Sources:  Data from WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2014, Annex B2. except for 
Israel ( ICBS), Palestine, Arab States Region average (UNDP Human 
Development Report 2014) 

Graph 13: Proportion of women in top decision-making 
occupational category 

 
Notes: “Legislators, senior officials and managers” except where indicated * “Managers” 
(ISCO88); (a) 2013; (b) 2012; (c) 2010); (d)2008); (e) 2007; (f) 2004.  
Source: Data from ILO http://www.ilo.org/ilostat/  NB data not available on Libya & 
Palestine 
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Annex IV Gender Profiles of the Neighbourhood South Countries: 
Authors and Priority Sectors  

 

Country Authors 

Algeria Zinai, Aicha; Zouari, Sami 

Egypt Bazalgette, Evelyn; AliElDin, Mona 

Israel Desheh, Galit; Ben-Moshe, Eliahu 

Lebanon Bazalgette, Evelyn; AliElDin, Mona 

Libya De Paoli, Giorgia; Abdul Hadi, Sahir 

Morocco Zinai, Aicha; Zouari, Sami 

Palestine Hamdan, Ashraf; Rula al Sadi 

Syria De Paoli, Giorgia; Abdul Hadi, Sahir 

Country Priority sectors Notes 

Algeria Women’s political 
participation  
Including policy 
formulation and 
implementation  

Women, Peace 
and Human 
Rights  
Diversity, social 
conflict resolution  

Women and 
employment  
Access to training; 
employment opportunities  

Horizontal: 
rural/urban 
diversity 

Egypt Governance, 
Transparency and 
Business 
environment  

Quality of Life 
and 
environment  

Poverty elevation, 
local socio-economic 
development and 
social protection  

Broad areas to be 
further defined by expert 
team 

Israel Security, peace and 
political life, 
particularly the impact of 
the military context  
 

Culture and 
religion 

Economic life, 
particularly labour 
force issues 

General overview.  
As this is the first 
Gender Country Profile 
the Delegation has 
undertaken, an overview 
of gender issues in Israeli 
would be most useful.  
3 specific topics to look 
at in more detail. 

Lebanon Political 
participation and 
representation in 
decision making 
structures 
National/local; specific 
focus on local 
development process (e.g. 
participation in 
municipality election) 

Justice and 
Human Rights 
Pluralism of law 
systems; law 
enforcement and 
access to justice; 
international human 
rights instruments 

Socio-economic 
situation of women 
Poverty analysis; gender 
roles in informal/formal 
economy; gender gaps in the 
labour market; analysis of 
health/education services   

 

Libya State-building and 
political 
participation 

Human rights, 
Protection and 
Justice 

Socio-economic 
participation of 
women 

 

Morocco  Detention 
(Penitencier) 

Competitiveness 
(Competivite) 
 

Reduced to 2 priority 
sectors (Social protection 
has been taken out) 

Palestine Governance at local 
and national levels 
(focal sector 1) 
 

Private Sector 
and economic 
development  
(focal sector 2) 

Social Protection 
Sector lead by EU through 
PEGASE Direct 
Finance Support 
encompassing policy 
reforms (fiscal 

Three diverse 
Palestinian areas: 
West Bank, Gaza 
Strip and East 
Jerusalem.  
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consolidation, PFM, 
public administration 
reform) and service delivery 
(social protection, 
education, health). 

A particular attention 
to Area C is also 
relevant 

Syria Education Livelihoods Civil society Focus on refugees and 
Syrians under risk 
(armed groups); Legal 
framework no priority 
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Annex V  Guideline Questions Field Research  
 
NOTE: The questions presented below are meant to provide guidelines for discussing issues on stakeholders’ views during the 
meetings. It is not expected that stakeholders respond to the questions in writing. However, any written responses to one or 
more questions that stakeholders may wish to share are welcomed and appreciated.   
 
I. NATIONAL STAKEHOLDERS  
 
GROUP ONE: Government Counterparts (ministries, national offices)  
1. What are the government priorities in your country’s national development planning in support of women’s 

effective participation in the development process? What would you see as three key priority entry points relevant 
to the mandate of your government institution?  

2.  How do these key priority entry points contribute to achieving the MDGs (Millennium Development Goals) and 
implementing international conventions acceded to by your country, such as CEDAW (Convention in Elimination 
of Discrimination Against Women) UNSCRs on Women, Peace and Security (1325, 1820, 1888, and 1889) and 
other relevant resolutions, as well as applicable peace agreement(s) pertinent to your country?    

3.   What are the three key interventions in support of women’s human rights in your country, in particular in the 
priority sectors185 that have so far:  
3.1 worked well, had the desired outcome and impact? Why? What were the supporting factors? 3.2 worked less 
well, did not lead to the desired outcome and impact? Why? What were the key obstacles and challenges?  

4.  Are the key interventions in support of women’s human rights in your country supported by sex-disaggregate data 
and gender specific analysis, including gender budget analysis of the prioritized sectors? If so, to what extend is 
this information accessible to non-institutional gender stakeholders? If not, what are the capacity gaps? 

5. Who are your key partners in addressing interventions in support of women’s human rights, in particular in the 
priority sectors? How can other society members be mobilized in your country to address and implement these 
interventions?   

6.  How can the development interventions in support of women’s human rights in your country, in particular in the 
priority sectors, be effectively monitored to ensure achievement of the MDGs? What mechanisms are available to 
achieve this? How can these mechanisms be strengthened?   

7.  Are there other areas and topics relevant to supporting women’s effective participation in the development process 
in your country that international agencies need to give attention to?    

8.  How are men supporting women’s human rights in your country? What are the current trends and challenges?   
 

GROUP TWO: National Women’s Machineries     
1. How do current national priorities in support of women’s human rights contribute to achieving the MDGs 

(Millennium Development Goal) and implementation of international conventions acceded to by your country, 
such as CEDAW (Convention in Elimination of Discrimination Against Women)?   

2.  In the medium- to long-term, what should in your view be the key priorities in your country’s national policies and 
strategies in support of women’s human rights?   

3.  Who are your key partners in addressing interventions in support of women’s human rights, in particular in the 
priority sectors? 186 How can other society members be mobilized in your country to address and implement these 
interventions?   

4.  What are the areas of consensus in respect of debating women role and human rights (social, legal, economic, 
political) in your country? What are the areas of disagreement?   

5.  What are the key interventions in support of women’s human rights, in your country in particular in the priority 
sectors that have so far:  
5.1 worked well, had the desired outcome and impact? What were the supporting factors? Who were the key 
actors?  
5.2 worked less well, did not lead to the desired outcome and impact? What were the key obstacles?  

6.  Are the key interventions in support of women’s human rights in your country supported by sex-disaggregate data 
and gender specific analysis, including gender budget analysis of the prioritized sectors? If so, to what extend is 
this information accessible to non-institutional gender stakeholders? If not, what are the capacity gaps? 

7. Are there female population groups that are socially, economically and politically excluded in your 
country? If so, who are these marginalized groups? What are the reasons for their exclusion? How could 
this exclusion be overcome?  

                                                 
185 To be defined by the Commission   
186 To be defined by the Commission   
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8.  How can the development interventions in support of women’s human rights, in particular in the priority sectors, 
in your country be effectively monitored to ensure achievement of the MDGs and implementation of human 
rights conventions? What are the support mechanisms to achieve this? Are there ways that these mechanisms 
could be strengthened?   

9.  Are there other areas and topics relevant to supporting women’s human rights in your country that require 
attention?    

10. How are men supporting women’s human rights in your country? What are the current trends and challenges?   

 
GROUP THREE: Civil Society, NGOs  
1.  In debating women’s role and human rights in society, the economy and political decision-making in your country, 

what are the areas of consensus? What are the areas of disagreement?  
2.  Who are the key activists contributing to debates on women’s human rights in your country? What are the channels 

through which their voices are being heard?  
3.  What are the three key interventions in support of women’s human rights, in particular in the priority sectors, 187 

in your country that have so far:  
3.1 worked well, had the desired outcome and impact? What were the supporting factors? Who are the key actors?   
3.2 worked less well, did not lead to the desired outcome and impact? What were the key obstacles and challenges?  

4.  Are the key interventions in support of women’s human rights in your country supported by sex-disaggregate data 
and gender specific analysis, including gender budget analysis of the prioritized sectors? If so, to what extend is 
this information accessible to non-institutional gender stakeholders? If not, what are the capacity gaps? 

5. Who are your key partners in addressing interventions in support of women’s human rights, in particular in the 
priority sectors? How can other society members be mobilized in your country to address and implement these 
interventions?   

6.  How has the approach of international agencies contributed to promoting women’s human rights, in particular in 
the priority sectors, in your country? What should this approach focus on in the future?   

7.  Are there female population groups that are socially, economically and politically excluded in your country? If so, 
who are these marginalized groups? What are the reasons for their exclusion? How can this exclusion be overcome?  

8.  Are there other key areas and topics relevant to supporting women’s human rights in your country that require 
attention?    

8.  How are men supporting women’s human rights in your country? What are the current trends and challenges?   

 
II. INTERNATIONAL AGENCIES  
1. In the country you are covering, what are the areas of consensus in respect of debating women’s role and human 

rights in society, the economy and political decision-making? What are the areas of disagreement?  
2.  How are debates on women’s human rights being voiced in the country you are covering? Through which channels 

and mechanisms? Who are the key activists?   
3.  What are the interventions in support of women’s rights, in particular in the priority sectors,188 in the country you 

are covering that have:  
3.1 worked well, had the desired outcome and impact? What were the supporting factors? Who were the key 
actors?  
3.2 worked less well, did not lead to the desired outcome and impact? What were the key obstacles?  

4.  What are key challenges to achieving the MDGs and supporting implementation of international human rights 
instruments in the country you are covering?   

5.  If you could focus on only three specific interventions to support gender equality and women’s 

empowerment, in particular in the priority sectors in the country you are covering, what entry points would you 

prioritize?     

                                                 
187 To be defined by the Commission   
188 To be defined by the Commission at the Kick-off meeting  
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Annex VI Glossary of Key Gender Concept and Tools 189 
 
Term    Definition 
 
Access to justice  Relates to whether or not individuals, groups and communities realise de facto justice 

from the enforcement of substantive law as well as the quality of justice meted out on 
them by the justice delivery system. This includes physical access; access in financial terms; 
and access in technical terms with a dynamic relationship between the three. 

 
Access to resources Access to resources implies that women are able to use and benefit from specific resources 

(material, financial, human, social, political, etc.). 
 
Accountability mechanisms [or Gender responsive accountability mechanisms] Mechanisms (e.g. hearings, audits, 

monitoring exercises) that will make clear who holds responsibilities for mainstreaming 
gender and achieving gender equality objectives, and when and how results/outcomes 
should be presented to whom. 

 
Affirmative action  (or affirmative measures, positive action, special measures, reverse discrimination and 

positive discrimination) are targeted at a particular group and intended to eliminate and 
prevent discrimination or to offset for disadvantages arising from existing attitudes, 
behaviours and structures and are adopted with a view to ensuring full equality of women 
and men in practice. 

 
Basic needs  Basic needs include food, water and sanitation, shelter, education, health and economic 

advancement primarily through income generating opportunities. Addressing basic needs 
generally does not challenge power and resource inequalities or discrimination. 

 
CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, adopted 

in 1979 by the United Nations General Assembly, is an international human rights treaty 
codifying states’ duties to eliminate all forms of discrimination against women on the basis 
of sex and gender as well as intersection with other characteristics of women, and to 
achieve substantive gender equality. 

 
Domestic violence All acts of physical, sexual, psychological or economic violence that occur within the 

family or domestic unit irrespective of biological or legal family ties or between former or 
current spouses or partners, whether or not the perpetrator shares or has shared the same 
residence with the victim. 

 
Empowerment of women (and girls) concerns women and girls gaining power and control over their own lives. It 

involves equipping them with or having their own skills and competencies to assert their 
rights recognized, to make autonomous and informed decisions and choices about their 
own lives. 

 
Female genital mutilation (FGM), referred to also as female circumcision or female genital cutting, is the practice of 

partially or wholly removing the external female genitalia or otherwise injuring the female 
genital organs for non-medical or non-health reasons. 

 
Female Headed Households Household where either no adult males are present, owing to divorce, separation, 

migration, non-marriage or widowhood, or where men, although present, do not 
contribute to the household income.190  

 
Gender A concept that refers to the social differences between women and men that have been 

learned, are changeable over time and have wide variations both within and between 
cultures. 

 

                                                 
189 This Glossary draws on the Toolkit on Mainstreaming Gender Equality in EC Development Cooperation 
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sp/gender-toolkit/; Commission staff working document: Tool-Box A rights-based approach, 
encompassing all human rights for EU development cooperation (May 2014); EU-WIDE gender equality glossary (draft 2015). 
190 The ILO thesaurus, 2005 

http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sp/gender-toolkit/
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Gender analysis  A critical examination of how differences in gender roles, activities, needs, opportunities 
and rights/entitlements affect women, men, girls and boys in certain in a given policy, 
situation or contexts. Gender analysis examines the relationships between women and 
men and their access to and control of resources and the constraints they face relative to 
each other. 

 
Gender based violence Violence that is directed against a person because of that person's gender, gender identity 

or gender expression or that affects persons of a particular gender disproportionately, is 
understood as gender-based violence. 

 
Gender equality Men and women have the same right, status, opportunities and resources to realise their 

potential and contribute to political, economic, social and cultural development, and to 
benefit equally from the results.  

 
Gender equity  Ensuring fairness between men and women often through measures to compensate for 

political, economic, cultural or historical disadvantages that prevent equality. Though 
often used interchangeably, equality and equity are two very distinct concepts. The latter 
concept is used in some jurisdictions to refer to fair treatment of women and men, 
according to their respective needs. This may include equal treatment, or treatment that 
is different but considered equivalent in terms of rights, benefits, obligations and 
opportunities. 

 
Gender gap The disparity between women and men in values, attitude and issues, such as voting 

patterns, access to power and to positions as well as systematic differences in the 
outcomes that men and women achieve in the labour market and any other area. 

 
Gender mainstreaming Concerns planning, (re) organisation, improvement and evaluation of policy processes so 

that a gender equality perspective is incorporated in all development policies, strategies 
and interventions, at all levels and at all stages by the actors normally involved therein.  

 
Gender pay gap   Refers to the difference in average wages between men and women. The unadjusted 

gender pay gap is calculated as the difference between the average gross hourly earnings 
of male and female paid employees as a percentage of average gross hourly earnings of 
male paid employees. 

 
Gender-related development index (GDI) A measure of achievement in the same basic capabilities as the Human 

Development Index (HDI) of the United Nations Human Development Report, but 
“adjusted downwards, for gender inequality” (UNDP). 

 
Gender stereotyping The practice of ascribing to an individual man or woman specific attributes, characteristics 

or roles by reason only of her or his membership in the social group of men or women. 
 
Honour killings  Also referred to as honour crimes, killings in the name of honour, crimes of tradition, or 

crimes of honour - denote the murder of a female or male family member, usually by male 
relatives, to reclaim honour for the family following a perceived dishonourable act by the 
family member. 

 
Sex-disaggregated statistics Data collected and tabulated separately for women and men. They allow for the 

measurement of differences between women and men on various social and economic 
dimensions and are one of the requirements in obtaining gender statistics. However, 
gender statistics are more than data disaggregated by sex. Having data by sex does not 
guarantee, for example, that concepts, definitions and methods used in data production 
are conceived to reflect gender roles, relations and inequalities in society. 

 
Sexual violence Forms of violence that attack the right to sexual freedom, to autonomy, to control, to 

integrity and security, as well as the right to experience pleasure and to have a healthy, free 
and satisfying sex life.  

 
Strategic Interests Strategic interests refer to the relative status of women and men, for example divisions of 

labour, resources and power. They are addressed through gaining legal rights, pay equality, 
participation in decision-making, reproductive rights, control over resources and assets.  
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Human Rights  Human rights are understood as inalienable, fundamental rights to which a person is 
inherently entitled simply because she or he is a human being. They are conceived as 
universal and egalitarian and may exist as natural rights or legal rights, in both national 
and international law. Women’s rights are human rights.  

 
Human Rights Based Approach considers human rights principles and standards both as a means and a goal of 

development cooperation. It changes the analytical approach and integrates the 
achievement and fulfilment of human rights into the design, implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation of all development policies and programmes. 

 
Agency    The individual and/or collective voice, choices and action women take.  
 
Empowerment  People taking control of their lives and participating in decisions that affect them by 

redressing power imbalances through the acquisition of skills, knowledge, confidence and 
the opportunity to claim and express their rights.  

 
Productive role Activities that contribute to the economic well-being and advancement of the household 

and community.  
 
Reproductive role Activities and decisions that contribute to reproduction and care for the household, 

including child-rearing. 
 
Gender budgeting  A gender-based assessment of budgets, incorporating a gender perspective at all levels of 

the budgetary process and restructuring revenues and expenditures in order to promote 
gender equality. Gender budgeting involves examination of the gender distributional 
outcomes of budgetary allocations, that is, how these allocations affect the social and 
economic opportunities of men and women. Reallocations in revenue and expenditure 
and restructuring of the budgetary process may be necessary in order to promote gender 
equality. 

 
Violence against women Violence against women constitutes a violation of human rights and a form of 

discrimination against women. Violence against women means all acts of gender-based 
violence that result in, or are likely to result in, physical, sexual, psychological or 
economic harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or 
arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life. 


