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FOREWORD

his past year Nobel Women's Initiative reached out to courageous feminist leaders in
the Middle East and North Africa, inviting them to share their insights and analyses on
the state of human rights defence, especially by women.

2021 marked the 10th anniversary of the Arab Spring, a grassroots revolution joined and
lead by feminist activists in many countries, a time full of promise for fundamental shifts and
reforms in politics and culture in the region.

Had the promise been fulfilled?

Arise in authoritarian governance, growing militarization, the erasure of civil society and the
growing brutality against women activists, suggest it has not.

Many of the defenders interviewed are now in exile for their human rights work. Many others
have been imprisoned.

Advances continue but are achieved under great duress, with a growing cost. With collective
co-operation and assembly banned outright, or highly controlled, the burden of protest falls
more and more upon the shoulders of individuals to bear, including young women.

Our sister Azza Soliman, Co-founder of the Center for Egyptian Women's Legal Assistance,
speaks for all when she says: “We don't have the luxury to stop or lose hope. The more resistant
and resilient we are, the more we push the state and people to change their mindsets toward
respecting women and human rights”

The Nobel Women's Initiative uses the combined voices of the five women peace laureates

and the visibility and access that comes with the Nobel Peace Prize to magnify the power

and visibility of the work of women's movements around the world. This paper provides the
foundation for a collaborative program of advocacy, campaigning and resource development to
help sustain and amplify the resistance, and to bolster resilience - led and guided by women's
movements, organizations, and individuals from the Middle East and North Africa region.

Nobel Women's Initiative shares their vision for a world where vulnerable people, including
refugees, migrants and members of the LGBTQ community enjoy peace and dignity. Women
human rights defenders need security, resources, protection and acknowledgement, now more
than ever, to prevail in the effort necessary to make that happen.

In solidarity,

Shirin Ebadi & Tawakkol Karman
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

omen have been central to the struggle for human rights in the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA)—before, during, and since the series of popular uprisings known
as the Arab Spring. They were key actors in that peaceful, hopeful, and tragically
incomplete revolution, from their presence in occupying Egypt's Tahrir Square,

to the role of Nobel Prize Laureate Tawakkol Karman as the public face of Yemen's 2011 uprising.

Despite the backlash against them, the power and success of women's movements in the
region are undeniable. Feminist demands are now integral to resistance efforts, with more recent
protests focusing on the rights and needs of women, LGBTQ+, refugees and migrants, and other
excluded groups. Throughout, the struggle for women'’s rights and gender equality has been
deeply entwined with the broader struggle for basic human rights and freedoms, democratic

governance, and peace in the region.

This report was initially planned as background to a conference
of women human rights defenders from the MENA region
which Nobel Women's Initiative planned to host in April 2020.
Due to COVID-19, this gathering was cancelled. In its place,

this report aims to capture the experiences, concerns, and
recommendations of these extraordinary women.

Drawing on interviews with 14 individual activists and 1 coalition
from nine countries, and informed by recent reports on human
rights and gender equality, it shines a light on the unique
situation of women human rights defenders in the region.
Beginning with an overview of recent trends that are constricting
civic space, it highlights women's contributions to women'’s rights
and gender equality, and to democracy, peace, and human
rights. The report documents the wide range of tactics used

to silence women; the devastating impacts these are having

on their lives, organizations, and families; as well as strategies
that enable women to continue their work, despite the risks.

A final section presents the thoughts of WHRDs in the region
on measures that are most essential to protect them and
support their struggles.

The MENA region is defined in different ways by different
organizations. In this report, we include Sudan, but not Turkey.
The women interviewed for this report are from Bahrain, Egypt,
Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria and Yemen, while
external sources referenced cover other countries in the region.,

Defining
women
defenders

“Women human rights
defenders (WHRDs)

are "both female human
rights defenders and
those human rights
defenders who work

on women's rights or
gender related issues.
— UN Special Rapporteur on

the situation of human rights
defenders (A/HRC/16/44).

The UN Declaration on Human
Rights Defenders outlines the
relevant rights of all human rights
defenders and the obligations

of States to protect and support
them.
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Executive Summary

In recent years, observers have raised the alarm about a growing crackdown on human rights
defenders, with women activists among the most notable targets. Countries in the MENA region are
not unique in their persecution of women activists, but the combination of authoritarian regimes,
patriarchal norms, conflict, militarization and political Islam puts them at heightened risk. Since
2020, the health and economic impacts of COVID-19 have added to the burden on women and the
challenges facing human rights defenders.

Authoritarian governance The only protests
MENA is the lowest-ranked of all the regions covered in that take p[ace are |[[ega[
The Economist Intelligence Unit's Democracy Index, with

the majority of its countries classified as “authoritarian”. The protests bec_ause all )
repression of dissent takes many forms, from direct physical protests are |llegal NOW.
attacks and extrajudicial killings, to widespread surveillance

and the entrenchment of laws that limit freedoms of speech, - Nedal Al Salman

mobility, and collective action. Media and the Internet are

also widely regulated and monitored to suppress dissent, and cybercrime laws have been used to
charge and detain human rights activists in several countries. The Women Human Rights Defenders
MENA Coalition has seen a shift underway in the region since 2018, with a total crackdown on
women defenders.

Patriarchy

" - Fathers and older
Authoritarian forms of governance across the region intersect broth decid thi
with social norms that limit a woman's voice and agency and ro ers eq e everytning
set rigid expectations about how women and men should act. —starti Nng with your name,

The structure of households and institutions reinforces the how you dress. who your
supremacy of men as household heads, income earners, and f . d f ' t
decision-makers. As a result, women'’s political and economic rendas are, I you go 1o

participation rates are among the lowest in the world. Of the school, where you work.
20 lowest ranking countries on the World Economic Forum's

Gender Gap Index, 12 are in the MENA region, with Iraq and — Hana Saleh

Yemen in last place.

In many countries, restrictions on women's choices and movements are encoded in legal
frameworks, including family or “personal status” laws, laws governing property ownership and
inheritance, citizenship laws, and guardianship laws which subject women's mobility and personal
choices to the approval of a male relative.

Political Islam

Control of women's sexuality remains the most powerful tool of patriarchy in most societies built
on fundamental religious beliefs. This is achieved through intricate mechanisms of political,
economic, social, and cultural manipulation, including coercion and violence. Within this context
religion often is misused as a powerful instrument of control, legitimizing violations of women's
human rights defenders.

unfinished revolution Women Human Rights Defenders in the Middle East and North Africa 7


http://www.eiu.com/public/thankyou_download.aspx?activity=download&campaignid=democracyindex2019

Executive Summary

Militarization and conflict

The region has known little respite from conflict in the 21st century. For WHRDs, the
consequences are felt both directly and indirectly. Even as they experience the violence and
displacement of war first-hand, their work is undermined by repressive measures justified in the
name of “security”. Militarization normalizes the use of force and violence and entrenches violent
masculinities. Sexual and gender-based violence has been documented as a weapon of war in
several countries in the region. Human rights defenders working in conflict zones in the region
have faced threats and assassination by state and non-state armed forces. In 2019, for example,
Libyan women's rights advocate Hanan al-Barassi was shot dead in broad daylight after criticizing
the actions of the Libyan National Army.

Conflict further complicates the struggle for human rights by weakening civil society and draining
the public space available to address these issues. Women, meanwhile, are also confronted with
the effects of displacement in conflict zones, with the Middle East and North Africa harboring
more than one-quarter of the world's conflict-displaced population.

COVID-19 It used to be that women
The pandemic has exposed and deepened the were excluded from the
inequalities that feminists in the region have decried peace process because they
for decades. It is deepening the confinement and [.] didn't have enough chairs

abuse experienced by women domestically, while
pushing human rights and equity issues off the table. to accommodate us [..] Now

For those carrying out or imprisoned for their work, we are being told that they
it poses new dangers. In some countries, it has ' :

also provided a pretext to further curtail rights don t have the ban”d\xndth
and freedoms. to include women.

Rasha Jarhum

Despite the difficult terrain, women's organizations are working to advance peace, democracy,
and human rights in the region, and making important gains for women's rights and gender equity.

Democracy, human rights, and women’s rights

Risking attacks and harassment for claiming public space, women have been at the forefront

of pro-democracy protests and movements that have swept the region. In Sudan, for example,
the 2018 protests that led to the end of dictatorship have been dubbed “the women's revolution”,
with women making up 70% of those facing down the military on the streets.

Despite many setbacks, one of the main breakthroughs in recent decades has been in breaking
the taboo on questions of gender equality. These are now considered political issues, debated
in public and in the institutions of government.

Gains in women's rights can be seen in legal reforms in countries across the region, such as
changes in family codes in Algeria, Egypt and Morocco and the introduction of laws to protect

unfinished revolution Women Human Rights Defenders in the Middle East and North Africa
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women from violence in Lebanon and Morocco, among others. Women have also seen some
gains in political representation, with minimum quotas introduced in countries across North
Africa. But progress remains fragile, and authoritarian male elites continue to dominate the
region. The work of advancing women's rights is thus tied to efforts to promote democracy,
counter corruption and tyranny, and advance respect for human rights overall.

A place at the peace table

Women remain on the margins of peace processes, despite international commitments to
increase their role in negotiations, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding. They are, nonetheless,
actively seeking justice and peace in their homelands while demanding their seat at the table.

In Yemen, women have been largely excluded from the UN-led peace process since war broke
out in 2014. Yet they play a major role outside formal peace processes—working to end child
recruitment, open humanitarian corridors, evacuate families from the frontlines, and secure the
release of prisoners.

Syrian women are likewise underrepresented in formal peace processes, despite their increasing
role in holding society together: their energies and concerns are largely channeled into advisory
bodies. Through organizations such as the Syrian Women's Political Movement, women are
demanding at least 30% representation in all tracks of negotiation, including in current talks
towards a new constitution.

Rights defenders in MENA face a daunting array of We are tl’yiﬂg to bUI |.d

tactics designed to intimidate and silence them. They are an alternative civil Society
criminalized for their work, and subjected to imprisonment '

and torture, kidnappings, and disappearances. Media One that doesn't have to

restrictions limit their use of the Internet and other be reg istered or structural.
avenues of communication, while travel bans restrict their

movements. The crackdown on civil society organizing has Women Human Rights Defenders MENA
forced many groups to work “underground'—unregistered, Coalition

underfunded, and facing potential arrest under the pretext

of security, cybercrime, unlawful assembly or other charges.

Women defenders also face gender-specific threats and violations, such as public smear
campaigns and the use of sexual violence and harassment to “put women in their place.

The women interviewed for this report describe their Our only platform
experience of these tactics, and the devastating impacts . .
on their lives and their work. These include exile and to influence the Saudi
displacement, trauma and burnout, and having few govern ment is th rough
alternatives but to shut down or work underground. They international channels’”

also identify strategies that help women's rights defenders
persist in the face of relentless oppression. Regional
solidarity and coalition building have been essential to
their survival. And international visibility is vital to pursuing
accountability for human rights abuses and sheltering those fighting for justice.

Omaima Al Najjar
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STEPPING UP: WHAT WOMEN HUMAN RIGHTS
DEFENDERS ASK OF US

The obligations of state and non-state actors to protect and support the work of WHRDs
are spelled out in UN Resolution 68/181 and are grounded in a wide body of international
human rights law.

The women interviewed for this white paper highlight four key areas of support that are vital to
the well-being and protection of WHRDs in the region:

>> Protection and Psychological support 1! Speak out for women
They ask that international allies support a wide range of who are faci Nng travel
measures to ensure the safety and well-being of women bans im prison ment

defenders—including emergency funding and safe houses
for those on the move; pushing for the release of prisoners; and harassment- DO

and providing for psychological support to address the \x/hat you can tO keep
trauma of both defenders and survivors. [thel r] names in the
public so that they

> Funding are not forgotten.

WHRDs in the region need rapid, flexible, and long
-term funding that can be tailored to the needs of
small organizations that don't easily fit the usual
donor requirements.

Mozn Hassan

» Inclusion in peace talks

Women ask that international commitments to increase their participation in peace processes
be upheld in the region.

> International recognition and solidarity

They ask that we keep the work and plight of WHRDs visible and hold regimes and non-state
actors accountable for violations against them.

unfinished revolution \¥omen Human Rights Defenders in the Middle East and North Africa 10
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THE WOMEN INTERVIEWED
FOR THIS REPORT

This report draws on interviews with 14 extraordinary women activists and one coalition from nine
countries in the Middle East and North Africa. Several now live in exile, continuing their struggle through
international networks while staying connected with grassroots movements in their homelands. Some
have asked not to be quoted directly or personally identified.

Dr Leila Alikarami is a well-known Iranian lawyer, human rights advocate,

and women's rights expert. In 2006, Ms Alikarami worked with fellow activists
to launch the One Million Signatures Campaign for Equality to end legal
discrimination against Iranian women. She has been honoured by the European
Union as a 2016 Sakharov Fellow in human rights and received the Anna
Politkovskaya Award in 2009 from Reach All Women in War. She is a frequent
speaker and has published media articles worldwide. Her book Women and
Equality in Iran: Law, Society and Activism was published in 2019.

Writer, poet, and journalist Intisar Al-Mayali is a member of the Secretariat
of the Iragi Women's Association and a representative of Alliance 1325 for
Women, Peace and Security. She is a trainer and capacity-builder in non-
violence, negotiations and peace building, in particular, supporting the
participation of women and youth in peace processes. She is also a member
of the editorial board of the Nedhal al-Maraa newspaper.

Saudi blogger and activist Omaima Al Najjar is also a nurse and physician.
In 2011, Omaima moved to China, obtained refugee status and studied
medicine and surgery in Jilin University. She is currently getting her
postgraduate diploma in surgery from The Royal College of Surgeons in
Ireland. Omaima worked as cultural mediator and translator at Trama Di
Terra refugee centre in Italy.

Nedal Al Salman is Acting President of the Bahrain Center for Human Rights,
which documents and reports on human rights violations in Bahrain. Despite
a November 2004 government order to shut down, the Center continues to
operate, recently publishing Bahrain: Women, the Powerful Actors in Building
Peace. Ms Al Salman has been targeted for her work, including living under
a travel ban from 2016 to 2019.

Fahima Hashim was the Director of the Salmmah Women's Resource Centre
in Khartoum, Sudan, which was forcibly closed in 2014 by government
authorities. The Centre focused on documenting violence against women and
demanding reforms to Sudan's legal system, in particular the country's rape
laws and public order laws that regulate how women dress and act in public.
Fearing for her safety and that of her small child, Ms Hashim was forced to
leave Sudan and now lives in Canada. She is currently a board member of
Nazra for Feminist Studies and an advisory board member for Doria Feminist
Fund, the first feminist fund targeting the entire MENA region.

unfinished revolution Women Human Rights Defenders in the Middle East and North Africa
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The Women Interviewed for This Report

Mozn Hassan is the Executive Director of Egypt's Nazra for Feminist Studies,
which campaigns for women's rights, provides support for survivors of sexual
violence, and uses a feminist approach to peace building and to counter
violence and extremism. Targeted for her work as a woman human rights
defender, Ms Hassan is currently under a four-year travel ban, her assets have
been frozen, and she faces charges of “supporting irresponsible liberty for
women" which carry a penalty of up to 25 years in jail.

As the Representative of the Syrian Opposition Coalition to the United Nations
in New York, Mariam Jalabi leads diplomatic engagement with member
states' permanent missions to the United Nations, the UN Department of
Political Affairs, and the Office of the UN Secretary-General. Her work focuses
on women's inclusion in politics and decision-making. Her advocacy and
leadership have proven instrumental in reframing the narrative on Syria

within the UN community. Ms Jalabi has served as a member of the Women's
Advisory Committee to the High Negotiations Committee. She was a founding
member of the Syrian Non-violence Movement and the Syrian \Women's
Political Movement.

Gender, peace and security expert Rasha Jarhum is Director of the Peace
Track Initiative hosted at the Human Rights Research and Educational Centre
at the University of Ottawa. The Peace Track Initiative was established to create
a space for the contributions of women, youth and civil society organizations

to peace processes. Ms Jarhum is also a founding member of the \Women
Solidarity Network. She advocates for women's, children's and refugee rights.

Muna Lugman is a co-founder of the Women Solidarity Network, the largest
women's network in Yemen, and Chairperson of the Yemeni foundation
Food4Humanity. She is also a member of the Women's Alliance for Security
Leadership. Ms Lugman has briefed the UN Security Council, members of US
Congress, and many other organizations, advocating for an end to war and

for women's participation in the Yemeni peace process. In 2019, she received
the Democracy Today International Young Women's Peace and Human Rights
Award. She is a nonresident research fellow at the University of San Diego's
Joan B. Kroc Institute for Peace and Justice.

Iraqi feminist and journalist Yanar Mohammed is a co-founder and Director

of the Organization of Women's Freedom in Iraq, which is working to promote
the rights of women in a context where Islamic opposition groups, governing
institutions, and militias are targeting women and committing widespread
violence against them. In her work to end violence against women, Ms
Mohammed spearheaded the opening of the first shelters for women in Iraq. In
2008, she received the Gruber Prize for Women's Rights, and in 2016, she was
awarded Norway's Rafto Prize for her efforts on behalf of women and refugees
in Irag. She now lives in Canada.

unfinished revolution Women Human Rights Defenders in the Middle East and North Africa
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The Women Interviewed for This Report

Hana Saleh is the Executive Manager of Belgees Media and TV, an
independent broadcaster reporting exclusively on Yemeni news. Ms Saleh is
also a member of Women4Yemen, a network demanding seats at the peace
table for Yemeni women. A nurse by training, she took part in Yemen's peaceful
revolution in 2011, spending months with other youth leaders and protesters
calling for an end to the 33-year rule of President Ali Abdullah Saleh. She left
Yemen and now lives in Turkey.

Syrian activist and lawyer Joumana Seif is Chairperson of The Day After,
working to support a democratic transition in Syria. She is also a co-founder
of the Syrian Women's Network and the Syrian Women's Political Movement.
Her father, a dissident Member of Parliament, went to prison multiple times
for criticizing the Assad regime, and the family's textile factory was taxed into
bankruptcy. In 2012, Ms Seif fled to Berlin, Germany, where she works tirelessly
to bring women's voices into peace negotiations to end the devastating

war in Syria. Since 2017, she has worked with the International Crimes and
Accountability program of the European Center for Constitutional and Human
Rights, focusing on sexual and gender-based violence committed in Syrian
detention facilities. She recently co-authored (with Wejdan Nassif) Words
against Silence, a report on the imprisonment of activists in Syria.

I[ranian human rights activist Maryam Shafipour was sentenced in March 2014
to seven years in prison for her political views and activism. She was released
in July 2015 following lobbying by human rights organizations. She advocates
for the rights of university students barred from higher education because of
their activism, and for the release of political prisoners. Upon her release, Ms
Shafipour launched a campaign in support of imprisoned mothers. In 2016, she
launched the #FreeNarges campaign following the sentencing of feminist and
human rights activist Narges Mohammadi to 16 years in prison. Ms Shafipour is
now based in Toronto, Canada.

——

Egyptian lawyer, human rights defender, and feminist Azza Soliman is a co-
founder of the Center for Egyptian Women's Legal Assistance and has special
consultative status at the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations.
She has worked on women's rights issues for more than 25 years.

Founded in 2015, the Women Human Rights Defenders MENA Coalition works to protect
WHRDs in the public sphere, shed light on violations committed against them, and offer support
through advocacy and knowledge sharing, and by challenging the culture of patriarchy that
discriminates against women. The Coalition provided input to this report through a coordinating
representative.

unfinished revolution Women Human Rights Defenders in the Middle East and North Africa
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THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH
AFRICA: A RAPIDLY CLOSING SPACE
FOR HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

“‘Civil society participation is the lifeblood of any healthy
democracy and society [..] When civil society channels flow
freely, it means vibrant debate, freedom of thought and opinion,
and public engagement in policy.’

—Michelle Bachelet, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights*

he struggle to establish and defend human rights in the Middle East and North Africa

has long been formidable. While the region is diverse in its history and culture, it is today

factionalized, and dominated by authoritarian regimes that severely restrict civil society

organizing. Gender inequities are among the world's deepest, reinforced by an entrenched
patriarchal culture. Since 2011, the backlash against waves of pro-democracy rebellion has touched
almost every country in the region. In most, civic space has all but disappeared.

Historically, since the 1920s, women's initial success in organizing emerged from the anti-colonal and
nationalist movement, in which independence and the sovereignty of the country were the main goal,
not gender and women's rights. The interdependence of nationalisim and feminism in the Middle
East and North Africa confirmed the gains women could achieve by participating in the nationalist
movement. The national project allowed women to gain some space of resistence and strengthened
both their capacity and self-confidence by granting them access to education and work.”

The civil society alliance CIVICUS has singled out the Middle East and North Africa as having the
world's worst record of civic freedoms.? In 2019, it estimated that eight out of ten people in the region
are living in countries where governments violate the freedoms of association, peaceful assembly,
and expression.*

For women human rights defenders, who have been at the forefront of pro-democracy protests

and the struggle for gender equality, space to dissent is further constrained by patriarchal norms

that are deeply engrained in social relations, political structures, and legal frameworks, in some cases
reinforced by fundamentalist religious doctrine. In 2018 alone, Amnesty International found dozens

of women human rights defenders had been targeted for advocating for women'’s rights or freedom
from sexual violence and harassment, particularly in Egypt, Iran, and Saudi Arabia.®

Mozn Hassan, Executive Director of Nazra for Feminist Studies, has directly experienced this
crackdown. She describes the persecution she faces, and the toxic dynamics behind the targeting
of women activists in Egypt:

1 October 2, 2019. Address to the Dublin Platform for Human Rights Defenders: https./”/www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/
DisplayNews.aspx?News|D=25092

Hashim,Fahima “The Prism of Marginalization, in The Political Economy of Conflict and Violence Against Women, 2019, Zes Books
CIVICUS (2019). People Power Under Attack

lbid.

Amnesty International (2019). Op.cit.

o~ WN
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The Middle East and North Africa: A rapidly closing space for human rights defenders

‘One of my charges is ‘'supporting women to have
irresponsible liberty' This is how they see women human
rights defenders and feminists. They are seeing me as a ‘pimp’
and | want to ‘prostitute’ women. They are seeing my work [.]
as encouraging ‘irresponsible liberty' for women. Women, in
authoritarian states, are only allowed to have certain liberties,
This is the definition of patriarchy and securitization. In an
authoritarian state, women have to behave a certain way

and if we don't, then we are the enemy.’

Countries of the Middle East and North Africa are not unique in their persecution of women human
rights defenders, but the prevalence of patriarchal norms, coupled with regional conflicts, militarism
and increasing authoritarianism puts women defenders increasingly at risk. In 2020, the health
and economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have added to the disproportionate burden

on women and the challenges facing human rights defenders in this already hostile environment.

Here, we explore how these trends are constricting civic space in the region, and undermining
efforts to defend women's human rights and promote gender equality.

The Middle East and North Africa is the lowest-ranked of all the regions covered in The
Economist Intelligence Unit's Democracy Index. Based on its assessment of five categories—
electoral process and pluralism; the functioning of government; political participation; political
culture; and civil liberties—six countries in the region ranked in the world's bottom 20. None are
ranked as a “full democracy”, and only Israel and Tunisia are designated “flawed democracies”
The remainder occupy the bottom half of the rankings, with the majority classified as
“authoritarian’—including all of the Gulf Arab states.®

Overall, the Index finds the region in a precarious state, with widespread public protests calling
for a fundamental overhaul of political systems, and in some cases regime change. In Algeria and
Sudan, longstanding authoritarian leaders have recently been forced out, but in most countries,
prospects for political change are remote.

Hopes for democratic reform had risen with what was dubbed in the West as “the Arab Spring”,
which began in Tunisia in December 2010. But as protest movements spread throughout the
region, states have been emboldened in their use of repressive measures to crush dissent.
Tunisia remains the only Arab Spring state to have transitioned from dictatorship to meaningful
democratic freedoms, holding its second round of free elections in 2019, with the participation
of new political groups and actors. Elsewhere, a decline in government functioning due to
corruption and mismanagement has been matched by increasing political participation, reflecting
the will of disenfranchised peoples to turn to other forms of mobilization beyond electoral
participation. Ironically, the Index found this mobilization—born of popular exclusion—to be

one of the few signs of democratic progress in the Middle East and North Africa.”

6 Democracy Index 2019: A year of democratic setbacks and popular protest (2020). The Economist Intelligence Unit
Limited. http://www.eiu.com/public/thankyou_download.aspx?activity=-download&campaignid-=-democracyindex2019

7 Ibid. Pp 36-37.
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The authoritarian environment challenges all rights defenders, but the Women Human Rights
Defenders MENA (WHRD-MENA) Coalition has seen a shift underway in the region since 2018,
with a total crackdown on women defenders in particular. Saudi Arabia’s arrest of at least 12
women activists that year emboldened other countries in the region to suppress women's
groups. Before then, according to a Coalition representative, “the violations were restricted to
certain countries—Egypt and Saudi Arabia. What is different now, is that every single country in
the region has, not only one, but at least a dozen violations against [women defenders]. We had
violations in Morocco. We had violations in Tunisia. We had violations in Kuwait. We had Bahrain.
We had Yemen..It was mainstreamed”

The Coalition has documented dozens of cases of the arrests and imprisonments of women
activists across the region, calling 2019 the worst year on record for women defenders? It notes
that while the human rights movement in general faced backlash, women defenders were
targeted in particular. “What is new is that attacks on WHRDs are being normalized across the
region. [Glovernments are using escalating insurgency and terror laws to suppress WHRDs.
These laws have been in constitutions across the region, but specifically in 2019 these laws are
now being used against WHRDs'"

The repression of dissent takes many forms, from direct physical attacks and extrajudicial killings,

to widespread surveillance and the entrenchment of laws that limit freedoms of speech, mobility,

and collective action. Governments in Egypt and Morocco have used politically motivated
charges of violence or terrorism to punish rights defenders for their work. Advocates have
been subjected to prolonged detention in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and Sudan, often held
incommunicado, and with torture and abuse used to extract forced confessions and details
that might be used against others. Cases of enforced disappearance of rights defenders were
also witnessed in Egypt, Yemen, Syria, and Saudi Arabia.®

Prosecution of rights advocates is prevalent throughout the region and there are many
restrictions on civil society organizations. Vague provisions of a new penal code in Oman, for
example, restrict freedom of association and expression, and outlaw the establishment of, or
membership in, any organization seen as attacking “the political, economic, social or security
principles of the State." Violators face prison terms of up to ten years, while anyone joining a
public assembly of more than ten people in defiance of a public order may also be imprisoned.*
Qatar, which has signed neither the International Convention on Political and Civil Rights nor the
International Convention on Social, Cultural and Economic Rights does not permit independent
human rights NGOs.™ Jordan also continues to restrict freedom of association and expression
and peaceful assembly under the guise of national security and the fight against terrorism,
despite constitutional reforms in 2011. Legal changes in 2009 made it easier for groups to register
as NGOs, but a new clause requires cabinet-level approval for foreign funding. Government
authorities routinely monitor meetings convened by NGOs. As a result of these restrictions

and the interference of security agencies in NGOs' activities, many human rights organizations
practice self-censorship and avoid sensitive issues.*

Media and the Internet are also regulated and monitored so as to suppress dissent. According

to Amnesty International, over 2018, authorities in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia and Sudan all
used penal code provisions to detain, prosecute, and, in some cases, imprison journalists, while
Egypt ratified two laws muzzling independent media by giving the state almost total control over

8 Women Human Rights Defenders MENA Coalition (December 11, 2019). The Worst Year Yet for WHRDs in MENA:
https://whrdmena.org/2019/12/11/the-worst-year-yet-for-whrds-in-mena/?lang=en

9 Front Line Defenders (2019). Global Analysis 2018, with additions from interviewees.

10 Ibid.

11 #Qatar. Front Line Defenders: https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/location/qatar
12 #Jordan. Front Line Defenders: https.//www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/location/jordan
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print, online and broadcast media.”® The new
media regulations in Egypt allow for government
supervision of any social media account with
more than 5000 followers. Such accounts may
be blocked by the state's Regulatory Council if
they are deemed to be broadcasting false news
or inciting any violation of state law. Cybercrime
laws have been used to charge and detain HRDs
in Lebanon, Algeria, Bahrain, Iran, UAE and Saudi
Arabia.** In late 2018, Weam Shawgi, a young
feminist activist and a women's rights defender,
received death threats and the possibility of
imprisonment after appearing on a TV show
discussing the situation of women in Sudan.

She spoke about sexual harassment and equality
of women and confronted another guest of the
show who was the Chairperson of the Sudanese
Islamic Scholars.*

A number of women defenders interviewed for
this report described how the crackdown is felt
in their country. In Iran, according to lawyer and
human rights advocate Leila Alikarami, the reach
of the government cuts across a wide swath of
civil society: "Governments monitor and control
all activities. They do this because they are afraid.
They monitor and control everything. Even if

you are working for the environment. Even if you
are working to educate children. Even if you are
working to raise human rights awareness. The
government feels insecure and shuts down

civic space.”

Azza Soliman, co-founder of the Center for
Egyptian Women's Legal Assistance, describes
how authoritarian states like Egypt use families
to pressure women defenders. ‘Many direct
family members can be subjected to arbitrary
arrest or torture if they support the WHRD. In
other situations, young defenders are being
‘handed over' to their families to force the family
to silence the WHRD. Families in such cases can
use multiple violent strategies to ‘discipline’ them
including isolation, torture, or killing in the name
of honour'

Even in Bahrain, which is seen internationally as a
more progressive environment for women, Nedal

Al Salman, Acting President of the Bahrain Center

for Human Rights, cites a crackdown dating back

13 Amnesty International (2019). Op.cit.
14 Front Line Defenders (2019). Op. cit.

HANIA MOHEEB

Highlighting sexual
violence in Egypt’s
revolution

The popular revolution that unfolded in
Cairo's Tahrir Square in 2011 sent shockwaves
throughout the region. If only for a short while,
this space seemed a perfect reflection of its
name, which in English means “liberation”. But
many women were brutally assaulted as they
took part in street protests calling for

their country’s liberation..

In January 2013, on the second anniversary of
Egypt's revolution, Journalist Hania Moheeb
joined thousands of protesters in Tahrir Square.
She was there to call out rising gender-based
discrimination under the newly elected Muslim
Brotherhood. Hania was surrounded and
violently assaulted for more than half an hour
by a large group of men in what appeared to
be a coordinated effort that prevented others
from intervening. She was just one of 20 women
who were attacked that night.

“Men surrounded women in very tight circles
and violated every inch of them,” she said in an
interview with Nobel Women's Initiative. “There
is no doubt that such packs are organized to
serve a political purpose.”

Sexual violence has long been pervasive in
Egypt. According to a 2013 UN survey, 99.3%
of Egyptian women reported being sexually
harassed, with 91% saying they felt insecure
in the street as a result.

As a journalist, Hania was one of the first to
break the silence on her assault. “At the time,
I almost could not believe what happened
[..] But from the moment they put me in an
ambulance | decided | would fight back."

Sources: Nobel Women's Initiative,
Evening Standard

15 The African Centre for Justice and Peace Studies, 2018 , Kampala, Uganda
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to 2015. “We have no civic space. No independent media. No political society. We don't even
have a physical, private space to work. We can't organize events or host other women. Not even
small gatherings are allowed because even those need to have the government's permission.
The only protests that take place are illegal protests because all protests are illegal now.

She acknowledges that the presence of women in Parliament and as diplomats may give the
appearance of greater openness. “But it is just cosmetic,” she says. “They are not real decision-
makers. They have to be loyalists and they have to follow the orders of the King"

In his 2019 report on the situation of women human rights defenders, UN Special Rapporteur
Michel Forst explored the complex social dynamics that result in the targeting of women
defenders. Among these are patriarchy—the social privileging of men—and heteronormative
gender expectations that impose rigid rules around how men and women should behave.
Patriarchy excludes and disempowers women, while heteronormativity marginalizes LGBTQ+
individuals and others who do not conform to prevailing gender norms. Rights defenders who are
seen as questioning traditional gender roles or as disrupting gendered power relations may be

attacked or ostracized as "abnormal’, "wicked", or “deviant”. Women defenders may also stoke
nationalist fears and face accusations of being foreign agents or at least anti-national.*®

In many countries in the MENA region, according to Lina Abou-Habib, Senior Gender Advisor
with the Asfari Institute for Civil Society and Citizenship at the University of Beirut, patriarchal and
heteronormative norms interact with, and are reinforced by, fundamentalist religious doctrine and
the prevalence of authoritarian forms of government. These patriarchal ideas limit how and when
women can exercise their voice and agency, while traditional gender norms dictate how women
and men should express their sexuality and gender”

Laws against same-sex relationships or transgender expression derive from a particular state-
sanction interpretation of Sharia (Islamic Law) which is considered a principle source of laws in
most of the Middle East counries. Several countries in the region use gender-neutral-morality
laws. In Egypt, the 1961 law on prostitution was used in September 2017 against young people
suspected of raising a rainbow flag at a music concert in Cairo. One of them was Sarah Higazi,
an Egyptian socialist, writer, and a lesbian activist.*®* During her three months detention she was
tortured and sexually assaulted. This left her battling PTSD, and drove her to end her life in June
2020, leaving behind the following note:

“To my siblings - | tried to survive and | failed, forgive me. To my friends - the experience was
harsh and | am too weak to resist it, forgive me. To the world - you were cruel to a great extent,
but | forgive®

The structure of households and institutions reflects entrenched patriarchal hierarchies. Religious
family laws reinforce the supremacy of men as household heads, income earners, and decision-
makers. As such, all aspects of women's lives are strictly regulated and controlled by the male
members of their families. As a result, women's political and economic participation rates

16 Situation of women human rights defenders: Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders
(January 10, 2019). UN General Assembly: https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G19/004/97/PDF/
G1900497.pdf?OpenElement

17 Abou-Habib, Lina (2020). Unequal Gender Relations and the Subordination of Women in the MENA Region: What the
Covid-19 Pandemic Has Taught Us.

18 https:.//www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/16/audacity-adversity/lgbt-activism-middle-east-and-north-africa
19 “Egyptian LGBTQI+ Activist Sara Hegazy Dies Aged 30 in Canada’. Egyptian Streets. 14 June 2020.
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in MENA countries are among the lowest in the world.*® The sustained gender gap in the
Middle East and North Africa is one of the world's widest according to the World Economic
Forum's Gender Gap Index. It examines countries’ progress in closing gender inequities in
economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival, and political
empowerment. Of the 20 lowest ranking countries, 12 are in the region, with Iragq and Yemen
competing for last place. Despite achieving near gender parity in education and health, the
region has closed only 10.2% of the gap in women's political participation and 42.5% of the gap in
economic participation. Women are almost completely absent from political life in Oman and
Yemen, and there has been no female head of state in the last 50 years in 17 of the 190 MENA
countries included in the Index.*

In some countries, patriarchal structures and assumptions that restrict women's choices and
movements are encoded in legal frameworks. These include Saudi Arabia's male guardianship
laws, which require women to seek the permission of a male relative in order to travel, marry,
study abroad, or seek health care. The country relaxed aspects of its guardianship laws in 2019,
while at the same time imprisoning women activists who had pushed for the reforms. Among
them was Loujain Al-Hathloul, now released due to international pressure. She was instrumental
in the campaign for the right of women to drive.*® This was one of the most visible changes,
which many defenders have decried as mere window dressing to encourage foreign investment.

According to women's advocate Omaima Al Najjar, even this modest change has spurred a
backlash: “Now that women can drive, there have been many instances where men randomly

try to spot women driving. They then go back at night to burn the cars driven by women [..] And
there is still the male guardianship system. It is not entirely abolished. Women must still obey their
husbands and fathers, regardless of what the law is now." Several other countries in the region,
including Yemen, feature aspects of male guardianship in their legal systems. “Women can't make
any decision for themselves," says Hana Saleh, Executive Manager of Belqees Media and Belgees
TV. "Fathers and older brothers decide everything—starting with your name, how you dress, who
your friends are, if you go to school, where you work [..] And a woman has no right to say no."

Women's rights are also subordinated to men's in family or “personal status” laws. In Bahrain,

for example, only marriage conducted under Sharia law is legally recognized, which traditionally
allows only men to seek a divorce. Women can only divorce if the right is stipulated in a contract
signed before marriage, and a Sharia judge accepts the divorce—usually only in extreme
circumstances. In Bahrain, Shia and Sunni women have different legal rights to child custody,
but both are denied legal custody of their children.®

In Sudan, child marriage (at 10 years of age - confirmed in the 1991 Personal Law) and female
genital mutilation (FGM) are widespread, and until very recently, were permitted under law.*
‘Public order" laws, meanwhile, regulate how women dress, cover their hair, and travel outside
their homes, with offenders flogged for violating the rules. “If you are not wearing what they call
‘Islamic” attire, then you could be taken to court and lashed 40 times in public," says Fahima
Hashim, former director of the Salmmah Women's Resource Centre in Khartoum. However, after
the revolution, the Public Order Law was abolished in 2019 when the transitional government
was formed. The first national law to end Female Genital Mutilation was implemented in April
2020. The personal law of 1991 is still awaiting to be reformed or changed.

20 Ibid.

21 World Economic Forum (2020).Global Gender Gap Report
22 lbid. p. 24

23 https:.//www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-56023796

24 Bahrain Center for Human Rights (2020). Bahrain: Women, the powerful actors in building peace: https.//documentcloud.
adobe.com/link/track?uri=urn%3Aaaid%3Ascds%3AUS%3A978c951f-f294-4c5b-a567-36d2b4589787#pageNum=2

25 Akinwotu, Emmanuel (November 27, 2020). Sudan says it will stamp out child marriage and enforce ban on FGM. The

Guardian: https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/nov/27/sudan-says-it-will-stamp-out-child-marriage-

and-enforce-ban-on-fgm
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Iranian lawyer, human rights advocate and academic Leila Alikarami sees patriarchy as a key
challenge across the region, justified in part under cover of religion: “The challenge in most of
the Middle East is the same," she says. “Patriarchy exists despite the fact that legislation has
changed. For example, [evenl in Morocco and Tunisia where the situation is of relative advantage
for women compared to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, or Bahrain, patriarchy is rooted in religious tradition
[.] And it is important to say “interpretation” of the religious text. In countries like Iran, legislation
is based on Sharia, but it is a rigid interpretation.”

These roots, she believes, complicate reform efforts by women defenders: “It is difficult for
women to challenge the legislation since it is based on governmental interpretation of Islam.

If the women criticize Islamic rules, it means they are criticizing the system itself” As a result, the
work of WHRDs, which challenges gender stereotypes, is met with state-enforced resistance
and hostility. Women working to change laws and discriminatory practices, provide services for
women survivors of violence, or call for an end to conflict and war are accused of acting against
the state, social norms, and family honour.

“We want men and women to have equal status and equal rights,” says Ms Alikarami. “But
everything is linked together: patriarchy, religion, dogmatic interpretation. It is the complexity
of the political and legal structures that makes it difficult for WHRDs to demand their rights.”

The Middle East and North Africa have known little respite from conflict in the 21st century,
ranging from the civil wars in Iraq, Libya, Sudan, Syria and Yemen, the Gulf wars, the Irag-Iran war,
the ISIL insurgency, the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territory, and the ongoing rivalry between
Saudi Arabia and Iran, which has fostered proxy wars across the region.

With the enduring presence of conflict, several governments have embraced “counter-terrorism"
measures as a means of crushing civic dissent. Amnesty International's 2019 report on human
rights in the Middle East and North Africa®® found that in the name of security, governments

had resorted to arbitrary detention and unfair trials, torture and ill-treatment, the revoking

of citizenship, border controls, and, in Egypt, the use of banned weapons and extrajudicial
executions against dissenters. In Iran, meanwhile, unarmed protesters faced live ammunition,
tear gas and water cannons.

Women human rights defenders in conflict-affected contexts feel the consequences both
directly and indirectly. Even as they experience the violence and displacement of war first-hand,
their work is undermined by repressive “security” measures. The UN Special Rapporteur has
noted how such measures have been used to label women defenders as potential terrorists,
and how militarization can normalize the use of force and violence and entrench violent
masculinities.”’

In Yemen, according to Rasha Jarhum of the Peace Track Initiative, “the Houthis have targeted
women human rights defenders, political activists and peacebuilders, and arbitrarily detained
them. The women were subject to grave violations including repeated rape by armed militia—
assisted unfortunately by women militia members who claimed that the rape was purifying
the women''

26 Amnesty International (2019). Human Rights in the Middle East and North Africa: Review of 2018

27 Situation of women human rights defenders: Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders
(January 10, 2019). Op. cit.
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The use of sexual and gender-based violence as a weapon of war was highlighted in 2020 by
the Group of Eminent International and Regional Experts on Yemen2® It noted that several sides
to the conflict have also used false allegations to smear the reputation of women human rights
defenders, including questioning their morality through sexual innuendo. Given the resulting
stigma, these efforts undermine the important contributions of WHRDs, “rendering them and
their families vulnerable to social exclusion, community violence and long-term harm."?°

In Syria, the protracted conflict and the militarization of society have entrenched gender-based
violence in the public and private spheres. Women defenders have been subjected to sexual
assault, arbitrary detention, torture, and hostage taking. Sexual violence has been used by all
sides in the conflict to traumatize women, families, and communities. Many survivors are reluctant
to discuss their experiences due to the heavy social stigma attached to these violations.>

Exiled Syrian activist Joumana Seif describes the stigmatization of women survivors of the
conflict. “Men and women are treated differently in Syria. The men, when they are released

from prison, are treated as heroes. [..] Families, when a woman is released from prison, ask one
question: Did they do something to you? It is the only thing they ask about because rape will bring
shame to the family" The consequences for women endure long after their release, says Ms Seif.
“For young women, it is very difficult to have a partner, to get engaged or married, because men
don't want to be involved with a former prisoner [..] Unfortunately, this a part the Syrian mentality
and Syrian society.”

Mariam Jalabi, UN Representative of the Syrian Opposition Coalition, observes how nearly a
decade of conflict and militarization in Syria has upended society, leaving women to hold families
together with none of the decision-making power: “With the men fighting, or disappeared

or killed, women are becoming the heads of households, are taking jobs, they are opening
businesses, they are the sole caregivers for the elderly, their children. And they are dealing

with the devastation of the war." And yet, “they are completely sidelined. They have no say.

They have no influence. They have no agency in creating change”

Human rights defenders working in conflict zones in the region have faced threats and
assassination by both state and non-state armed forces. Over 2018 alone, Front Line Defenders
documented the killing of journalists, lawyers, and other defenders, including women's rights
activists, in Libya, Iraq, Syria, Yemen and the Occupied Palestinian Territories. Documenting these
abuses in war zones is extremely risky for those who attempt it. In Yemen, for example, field
observers and leaders of the Mwatana organisation for Human Rights were repeatedly detained
and threatened by both the government and Houthi rebels. In Libya, bloggers and women
defenders attempting to monitor human rights violations faced threats and detention from both
the self-proclaimed Libyan National Army (LNA) and other armed militias.> In November 2020,
women's rights advocate Hanan al-Barassi, an outspoken critic of abuses in the eastern areas
controlled by the LNA, was shot dead in her car in broad daylight in Benghazi's city centre. Her
murder follows the July 2019 disappearance of Siham Sergiwa, another prominent women's
rights activist who had criticized an LNA offensive

28 Situation of human rights in Yemen, including violations and abuses since September 2014: Detailed findings of the Group
of Eminent International and Regional Experts on Yemen (September 29, 2020). United Nations Human Rights Council. A/
HRC/45/CRP7

29 Ibid. Paragraph 331.

30 The WHRD Coalition in the Middle East and North Africa (2016). The Status of Women Human Rights Defenders in Syria.
https:.//whrdmena.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Syria-Eng.pdf

31 Front Line Defenders (2019). Op. cit.
32 Burke, Jason (November 10, 2020). “Gunmen shoot dead female Libyan dissident in busy Benghazi street”. The Guardian
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Conflict, or even the threat of it, further complicates the struggle for human rights by imposing
hardships on people, thereby weakening civil society and draining the public space available
to address these issues. In Iran, says Leila Alikarami, “women and civil society have consistently
advocated for normalized relations between Iran and the United States. But as the lives of
ordinary Iranians become more difficult and just about every bit of time and energy is spent

on making ends meet, the space for activism shrinks and participation in political life becomes
[..] a luxury that few can afford. Therefore, civil society has become weaker and weaker. The
government links every activist to a foreign government or to the US, or to receiving money
from the opposition. When there is this insecurity, civic space closes.”

Yanar Mohammed, director of Iraq's Organization of Women's Freedom, also attests to the retreat
from women'’s rights that accompanied the U.S.-led military occupation of her country. “Iraq has
become a place where polygamy is encouraged, where honour killings are allowed, and child
marriage is an everyday occurrence. All of these practices were almost forgotten in the modern
history of Irag. The occupation in 2003 turned all this around and allowed the most extremist
groups in Iraq to rule and decide how women's rights would be violated.

Women defenders are also confronted with the effects of displacement in conflict zones, with
the Middle East and North Africa harboring more than one-quarter of the world's conflict-
displaced population.®

According to the WHRD-MENA Coalition, this is currently the most pressing issue facing the
region. “We have refugees from Yemen, Iraq, Syria—it goes on." These waves of displacement
have been accompanied by overtly racist campaigns, according to a Coalition representative.
“We have always had right wing governments, so we can't say that there is a rise of the right. But
there is a rise of discourse that is very racist and discriminatory. It is being used to justify brutal
actions. To target human rights work." In 2019, she points out, Lebanon stripped refugees of the
right to work, while forcing a range of rights organizations to shut down. In Egypt, meanwhile,
Sudanese and Yemeni refugees were under constant surveillance. And Sudanese women
defenders who were doing vital work documenting sexual violence were forced out of the
country. “These refugees had to pack their bags and go

COVID-19 has exposed and deepened the inequalities that feminists in the region have decried
for decades, in particular the social boundaries that limit women to the private sphere, where
their subordination to men is maintained.3

Yanar Mohammed, an Iraqi feminist who spearheaded the opening of the first women'’s shelters
in Iraq, has witnessed the pandemic’s impact on the daily violence women are experiencing. “We
are under so much pressure now. We are getting requests every day from women who cannot
bear their situation of abuse at home anymore. They are saying that they will kill themselves if
they cannot get help

Even as her organization struggles to help women victimized by the pandemic, the state's response
has been to double down on its repressive security measures: “We have a court case accusing us
of accepting women into our shelters and saying that it is illegal for us to provide that protection.
We have had to make a difficult decision to not accept any more women because we, the staff, and
the women at the shelter were under surveillance and [they werel watching every move that we [makel”

33 According to the Internal Displacement Center of the Norwegian Refugee Council (2019), the region's 11 million conflict-
displaced people represented 27% of the 41.3 million displaced by conflict in 55 countries.

34 Abou-Habib, Lina (2020). Op. cit.
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COVID-19 has been linked to an

increase in domestic violence in NASRIN SOTOUDEH

several countries. ¥ 3° Women have

also borne the brunt of its health and Enduring COVID-19

economic impacts due to their roles and a revol_ving

as frontline health and education prison door

workers, and as primary caregivers at

atime when schools and daycares in Iran has been hard hit by COVID-19. Given the strain

many jurisdictions have closed or gone on the country’s health system, all Iranians are at risk.

online. This burden is compounded But those in prison face grave danger due to crowded

in conflict zones, where health care and unsanitary conditions.

systems are already strained and where

families struggle for daily survival. In Human rights lawyer Nasrin Sotoudeh has been in

Yemen, conflict, economic crisis, and and out of Iranian prisons since 2010 for defending

the coronavirus pandemic are fueling the rights of women and children. The pandemic

the highest levels of malnutrition ever is just the latest test of her determination.

recorded in parts of the country. UN

agencies estimate nearly 100,000 After charges of “conspiring against state security”

children under the age of five are put her in prison for three years, she mounted two

at risk of dying of hunger.¥’ life-threatening hunger strikes in protest. In June 2018,
she was jailed once again, after defending a woman

“The conditions in all of Yemen are bad,’ arrested for protesting the mandatory wearing of the

says Hana Saleh of Women4Yemen. hijab. In 2019, Ms Sotoudeh was convicted in absentia

"You advise us to wash our hands, but of a range of national security offences and “for

there is no water. Give us water first, encouraging corruption and debauchery.” According

then give us advice. The people are to Amnesty International, she was sentenced in total

angry that they are getting advice for to 148 lashes along with 38 years and six months

things that are not available. There is in prison.

no sanitizer, no soap, no water."
Following a hunger strike in August 2020 to demand

According to Rasha Jarhum, two the release of prisoners in light of the pandemic, Ms
organizations affiliated with the Women Sotoudeh’s health deteriorated badly. Temporarily
Solidarity Network are providing released from Qarchak Prison in November 2020, she
equipment, supplies, and training tested positive for COVID-19 within days. In December,
to support local clinics in preparing she was returned to prison, only to once again require
for COVID-19. "They were quick to medical treatment the following month.

respond. Even before the government.
Over the years, Ms Sotoudeh has defended many
other human rights defenders, including Nobel
peace laureate Shirin Ebadi. She has won worldwide

35 UN Women (2020). COVID-19 and Ending acclaim for her work, receiving the PEN/Barbara
Violence Against Women and Girls. Available i :
at: hittps://www unwomen.org/ -/media/ GoLc.lsmlth 'Freedom_to Write Award z;_md the European
headquarters/attachments/sections/library/ Parliament's prestigious Sakharov Prize for Freedom
publllcatlgns/zozo/ls.sue—brlef—cowd—lgfand— of Thought. In 2020, while in prison, she was
ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en. . . .
pdf?la-engvs-5006 awarded the Right Livelihood Award—also known
36 World Health Organization Human Reproduction as the ‘alternative Nobel prize'—in recognition
Programme (April 7, 2020). COVID-19 and of her unrelenting commitment to justice.
violence against women. What the health
sector/system can do. Available at: https:.//www. . .
Who|nt/pub[|cat|ons/|/|tem/co\/|dflgfand, SOUFCGS \X/OI’Ld Heal.th Orgal’]lzatIOﬂ, Amﬂesty
violence-against-women International, Nobel Women's Initiative, AL Arabiya,
37 Ahmed, Kaamil (Oct 28, 2020) Yemen on The Law Society Gazette

brink of losing entire generation of children to
hunger, UN warns. The Guardian: https://www.
theguardian.com/global-development/2020/
oct/28/yemen-on-brink-of-losing-entire-
generation-of-children-to-hunger-un-warns
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Even before the linternationall NGOs." But, she adds, “women on the frontlines—the health
care providers, the nurses—don't have the supplies and don't have any personal protection
equipment. Hospitals aren't ready to deal with patients with COVID-19." As a result, she says,
hospitals are turning people away, and there are unconfirmed reports that in Houthi areas,
people with COVID-19 symptoms are being killed instead of being helped.

The pandemic is also reducing funding and space for advocacy and changing the nature of
exclusion of women from the Yemeni peace process. “With COVID-19," says Ms Jarhum, “all
the face-to-face meetings with the UN have been cancelled. Now, they are moving to on-line
meetings. It used to be that women were excluded from the peace process because they said
that they, literally, didn't have enough chairs to accommodate us in the meeting room. Now
we are being told that they don't have the bandwidth to include women." At the same time, she
says, organizations are struggling to pay salaries and make financial transfers, as the pandemic
causes delays with intermediary banks.

Saudi activist Omaima Al Najjar worries that the shift in international focus away from human
rights will embolden the government. With UN and European Parliament meetings cancelled,
she says, “we don't have a presence anymore. We can't meet and advocate for women's rights.
The Saudi government will take advantage of this situation to further violate rights in Saudi
Arabia because the world is busy with COVID-19."

Authoritarian states in the MENA region, meanwhile, have responded to the pandemic with
militarization, and tightened restrictions on people's mobility and freedoms, without providing
any significant form of social protection or support to those hit hardest by the pandemic.3®
Saudi Arabia, along with other Gulf states that already suppress the right of expression, have
issued statements since the outbreak of the pandemic warning of criminal prosecution for those
publishing “false news" or “spreading misinformation"—charges that have been used against
those criticizing the pandemic response on social media.>®

As in other countries around the world, those imprisoned are among the most at risk of
contracting COVID-19, and in autocratic regimes that maintain a cloak of secrecy over the
condition of prisoners, the threat is dire. Maryam Shafipour is an Iranian human rights activist
who, herself, was imprisoned for her political views and activism. Since her release in 2015, she
has campaigned for the release of other political prisoners, among other causes. She fears for
those inside, who have no means of defense against the disease. “[In the spring of 20201, a guard
at a prison in Iran was diagnosed with COVID-19 and asked not to come to work. But nothing is
being done for the prisoners. They aren't testing or treating the prisoners. Many women political
prisoners are in bad condition. [..] The prison conditions are terrible and some prisoners are
seriously sick." She fears the virus may serve as a convenient means for the Iranian authorities
to further harm or even kill political prisoners.

The Bahrain Center for Human Rights has monitored its government's treatment of prisoners
during the pandemic and found cells for eight people holding more than fifteen. Prison guards
ignore precautionary measures such as mask-wearing, and prisoners exhibiting symptoms have
been denied access to medical attention.*°

With Saudi prisons likewise overcrowded and unhygienic, Omaima Al Najjar fears a humanitarian
crisis. “We are calling for the release of political activists and human rights activists. They need
to be released to lessen the overcrowded conditions. And there needs to be transparency.”

39 Amnesty International (October 15, 2020). COVID-19 is new pretext for old tactics of repression in GCC. Public statement
MDE 04/3136/2020:

40 Bahrain Center for Human Rights (October 23, 2020). Bahrain: Covid-19 heralds a humanitarian catastrophe in prisons:
http://bahrainrights.net/?p=13073
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CONTRIBUTIONS OF WOMEN
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

espite the difficult terrain, women's organizations are working to advance peace,
democracy and human rights in the region, and making some important inroads in
promoting women's rights and gender equality. In defiance of social norms that subject
them to attacks and harassment for claiming public space, women have been at the
forefront of pro-democracy protests and movements that have swept the region. And while
some recent legal reforms to address sexual violence and remove restrictions on women's rights
may be tentative, socially-resisted, and subject to reversal at the whim of autocratic or religious
authorities, one of the main breakthroughs in recent decades has been in breaking the taboo
on questions of gender equality. These are now considered political issues, debated in public
and in the institutions of government.*

Women were active on the streets and in leadership roles in the broad struggle against
corruption and authoritarianism before and during the wave of revolutions nearly a decade
ago. Some, such as Libyan human rights lawyer and activist Salwa Bugaighis (see box on
page 28) have given their lives in the struggle for democracy, justice and equality.

Building on women's participation in the Arab Spring uprisings, feminist demands have become
more central to a “second wave" of revolution more recently seen in Syria, Irag, Sudan and
Lebanon. In some countries, such as Egypt and Tunisia, Islamist parties were elected in the
aftermath of first wave uprisings, giving rise to even greater suppression of women'’s rights and
individual freedoms.* In this second wave, protests include demands for greater equality and
inclusion, including freedom for women, gender non-conforming people, migrants, and refugees,
along with other vulnerable and excluded groups.*

Some modest gains in women's rights can be seen in legal reforms in countries across the region,
but the democratic opening that women and other rights defenders in the region have struggled
towards remains elusive. And, in a region where so many countries have been marked by recent
and ongoing conflicts, women remain on the margins of peace processes, despite international
commitments to increase their role in negotiations, peacekeeping and peacebuilding. Women are
nonetheless making important contributions to seek justice and peace in their war-torn homelands.

LINKING DEMOCRACY, HUMAN RIGHTS,
AND WOMEN'S RIGHTS

While many observers attribute women's inequality in the region with the fundamentals of
Islamic belief, religion alone does not explain the lag in expanding women's rights. In looking

at women's property rights in 41 Muslim-majority countries, one study found that women
enjoyed more secure rights in countries where women had greater access to education and
employment, and where dense networks of women's rights activists exist. Their analysis suggests

41 Abou-Habib, Lina (2020). Op. cit.
42 Langohr, Vickie, Lynch, Marc, Baker, Lauren (2016). Introduction to Women and Gender in Middle East Politics. POMEPS 19.

Project on Middle East Political Science. Institute for Middle East Studies at the George Washington University. Marc Lynch,

George Washington University, POMES Director Lauren Baker,
43 Abou-Habib, Lina (2020). Op. cit.
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that improvements in women's and girls'
education—and women's activism—are
key drivers of women's rights reforms, as
they better position women to challenge
male relations and authorities.**

Over the last two decades, women's
groups have spearheaded a number

of important legal reforms that increase
rights and protections for women in

the Middle East and North Africa. Saudi
Arabia's lifting of its ban on women driving
in 2018 followed decades of courageous
work by women human rights defenders
who drew international media attention
to the prohibition and now are suffering
state persecution.*®

Other reforms include changes in family
codes in Algeria, Egypt, and Morocco and
the introduction of laws to protect women
from violence in the home and in the
public sphere in Lebanon and Morocco.*®
Egypt, Jordan, Morocco and Tunisia

have also recently abolished penal code
clauses that allowed rapists to escape
punishment by marrying their victims.#” 42
Women in Egypt, Tunisia, Iraq, Yemen and
Morocco can now pass on citizenship to
their children—which formerly could only
be done by fathers.*® And a recent law
mandating equal pay for men and women
in the United Arab Emirates constitutes
an important step toward gender equality
in the workplace.®°

44 Ibid.
45 Amnesty International (2019). Op. cit.

46 Bishin, Benjamin G. and Cherif, Feryal M. July 23,
2018). Op. cit.

47 Su, Alice (August 1, 2017). Jordan repeals ‘marry the
rapist’ clause, but it still exists in many countries.
The Associated Press. https://globalnews.ca/
news/3638970/jordan-repeals-marry-the-rapist-
law/

48 Wandzel, Marissa (n.d.). Women's rights in the
Middle East: Women creating their own progress.
The Borgen Project: https://borgenproject.org/
womens-rights-in-the-middle-east-women-
creating-their-own-progress/

49 Bishin, Benjamin G. and Cherif, Feryal M. July 23,
2018). Op. cit.

50 Bader, Nairouz (October 8, 2020). The UAE is
leading the way on gender equality, but there is
more to do. Al-Arabiya: https.//english.alarabiya.
net/en/views/news/middle-east/2020/10/08/
The-UAE-is-leading-the-way-on-gender-equality-
but-there-is-more-to-do
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SALWA BUGAIGHIS

A fallen champion
of democracy in Libya

Casting a vote in Libya's last general election—an
election she had fought hard to see realized in her
country—was one of Salwa Bugaighis' final acts.
On June 25, 2014, she was assassinated by hooded
gunmen who broke into her house.

The human rights lawyer and activist had been a
leading figure in the struggle against extremism and
dictatorship in Libya, before and during the popular
revolt that began on February 17, 2011. In 2012, she
told Human Rights Watch:

“We had never participated before in protests. They
were taboo. The revolution made us proud to be there
on the front line and men were forced to accept us'”

Following the overthrow of dictator Muammar Gaddafi,
she served in the first rebel administration—the
National Transitional Council—and was vice-president
of a preparatory committee that attempted to bridge
factions for national dialogue on the country's future.
Even under Gaddafi's rule, she had defiantly fought

for human rights and became an internationally
recognised advocate, helping to launch the Libyan
Women's Platform for Peace. Having successfully
campaigned for minimum quotas for women's political
representation, she later resigned from the National
Transitional Council, accusing it of excluding

female members.

On the tenth anniversary of the Arab Spring, she
was remembered by her friend and fellow activist
Hibaaq Osman:

“Salwa was the embodiment of so much of what
we had spent years campaigning for and showed
undeniably that there were women who had the
skills, determination and the courage to build equal
and just societies in our troubled lands. Her murder
proved that there were forces who would stop

at nothing to crush them'”

Sources: Human Rights Watch, Hibaag Osman,
The Guardian
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In terms of political representation, since 2011, nearly every country in North Africa has adopted

a gender quota, in which parties are required to nominate a minimum percentage of women as
candidates for office.®* What progress there is, however, has been uneven, and remains fragile.
Some observers contend that such reforms must be seen, at least partly, as concessions made
by authoritarian male elites to legitimate their ongoing rule. State-orchestrated efforts to increase

women's representation in elected office, such as those seen in Morocco, Egypt and Saudi Arabia,

for example, can be understood as responses to crises of legitimacy and international pressure,
rather than reflecting genuine interest in increasing women's power in society.>

This is not to underestimate the important role that women have played in creating the
conditions for this progress—but to highlight the ongoing struggle to entrench these gains and
make lasting change within society. Beyond legal reform, these demands challenge authoritarian
rule and widely held social and cultural beliefs about women's role and gender norms. In many
countries, this has meant that the work of advancing women's rights has gone hand in hand with
efforts to promote democracy, counter corruption, and advance respect for human rights overall.

In Sudan, the struggle for women's rights is deeply entwined with the current struggle against
authoritarianism. The protests demanding an end to autocratic rule, which started in 2018 and
led to the ouster of dictator Omar al-Bashir, have been dubbed “the women's revolution”. Along
with civilian rule, protesters are now calling for women's rights and an end to the nation’s civil
wars. By some estimates, women have accounted for 70% of those on the streets, facing a brutal
crackdown by military forces. Dozens have been beaten and killed, and rape and sexual violence
have been used as an explicit government tactic against women protesters.®3 % Within the

first few months of demonstrations, more than 100 women's rights defenders had been
arbitrarily detained.>®

In addition to restoring civilian rule, women are protesting Sudan'’s public order laws, which
govern every area of their daily lives and subject them to harsh punishments for minor infractions
of dress and behaviour.

Fahima Hashim is the former Director of the Salmmah Women's Resource Centre in Khartoum,
which focused on documenting violence against women. “During the war, the weapon of choice
was rape,” she says. “We used that to look at laws that related to sexual violence, [whichl was
called a private issue. At first, we did not know how to talk about this. But with the shock of
what happened in Darfur, we began to work on these issues.”

The Centre successfully pushed to change the laws governing rape, under which women victims
could be charged with adultery. But these gains came at a cost. Just months after rape laws were
reformed, the Centre was forcibly closed by the government. Fearing for her life and the safety

of her small child, Ms Hashim fled the country, and now lives in Canada.

“We had to navigate in a context where it was very difficult to work on these issues," she says.
“The political situation was not conducive to do any kind of work on issues of violence against
women or issues of peace.”

51 lbid.

52 Shalaby, Marwa (2016). Women's Political Representation and Authoritarianism in the Arab World in Women and Gender in
Middle East Politics. Op. cit.

53 Global Fund for Women (2020). The Women's Revolution in Sudan: We stand in solidarity with feminist activists fighting for
their freedom: https.//www.globalfundforwomen.org/sudan-womens-revolution-fighting-for-freedom/

54 Eaker, Olivia (October 3, 2020). The Fight for Women's Rights in Sudan. The Borgen Project: https.//borgenproject.org/
womens-rights-in-sudan/

55 WHRD-MENA Coalition (2020). Petition: Free ALL women human rights defenders detained in Sudan: https://whrdmena.
org/2019/02/26/petition-free-all-women-human-rights-defenders-detained-in-sudan/?lang=en
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In Egypt, those who played a prominent role in the pro-democracy demonstrations of 2011 risked
their lives and reputations to be on the front lines. In their subsequent resistance to the military
takeover of government and marginalization of civil society, women defenders have faced rape,
smear campaigns, and been charged with prostitution. Their work to defend women's rights has
dovetailed with their work to tackle corruption and advance a broader reform agenda in Egypt.

Since its origins in 2005, Nazra for Feminist Studies has provided a means for a new generation
of activists to forge an independent feminist movement in Egypt. It campaigns for women's rights
and supports survivors of sexual violence, while also promoting a feminist approach to peace
building and to countering violence and extremism. In addition to providing legal, medical, and
psychological assistance, Nazra documents violations perpetrated against women defenders.

For her work as a rights defender, Nazra's Executive Director Mozn Hassan has been targeted
by authorities: she is currently under a four-year travel ban, has had her assets frozen, and been
charged with “supporting irresponsible liberty for women".

“We come from a country that has a history of feminist movement," says Ms Hassan. “But at the
same time, this has been co-opted by the state. We are having to counteract the notion that
feminism isn't inherent to the region and that it is coming from the West [..] Our definition of
WHRDs is not just about women working on women's issues, but also about women challenging
the stereotype of how women are supposed to act and what they are supposed to do."

Lawyer and activist Azza Soliman is a co-founder of the Center for Egyptian Women's Legal
Assistance (CEWLA). Founded in 1995, CEW/LA promotes access to justice, counters violence
against women, and combats corruption by engaging women in decision-making processes

in different fields. CEWLA also enjoys a special consultative status at the Economic and Social
Council of the United Nations. Ms Soliman's work with CEWLA illustrates the close link between
the struggle for women's rights and the struggle for democracy and broader human rights in
Egypt. In 2010, she spearheaded a campaign that highlighted nationwide corruption and its effects
on women, while calling for the Egyptian President to be held accountable. As a result of these
actions, CEWLA was closed that year, reopening with the popular revolution of January 25 in 2011.

Ms Soliman pushed for the design of personal status laws for all Egyptians, for adoption of a
nationality law that permits Egyptian women to marry non-Egyptians, and for reforms to grant
Christians a previously-denied right to divorce. "Over the decades,” she says, ‘I have worked on
many issues considered taboo by both the state and society—which others have remained silent
about—such as honour crimes, incest, and rape.” After being enlisted as a defendant in a case
where she was a witness against a policeman, she started a nationwide campaign on a law

to protect witnesses and whistleblowers.
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United Nations Resolution 1325, adopted in 2000, aims to involve women more closely in crisis
prevention, conflict resolution, and post-conflict peacebuilding, and to protect them from sexual
violence in armed conflicts.?® Research has shown that this is more than a question of women's
rights: inclusive peace processes are more likely to lead to enduring peace. An International
Peace Institute study of 182 signed peace agreements between 1989 and 2011 found a 35%
increase in the chances that a peace agreement would last 15 years or more when women took
part in the peace process.®” But implementation of Resolution 1325 remains elusive. Between
1992 and 2018, women made up only 13% of negotiators, 3% of mediators and 4% of signatories
in major peace processes.®®

This has not, however, stopped women from trying.

Muna Lugman is a Yemeni peace activist and co-founder of the Women Solidarity Network,

a coalition of women-led organizations working on peacebuilding and the protection of women.
She is also the Chairperson of the Yemeni foundation Food4Humanity. In a country that struggles
with both development and gender equality, she works with grassroots organizations to demand
that women have a seat at the peace negotiations table.

And yet, she says, “we are still being excluded. We are being ignored because we are not
approaching the peace process the way that men are. We are looking at issues of justice and
transitional justice. We are looking at human rights. What disappoints me is that what we are
calling for isn't viewed as peace. If this isn't peacebuilding, then what is?"

In 2016, Rasha Jurham was part of a small delegation of women invited by the UN special envoy
to Yemen to support peace talks held in Kuwait. In 2018, she briefed the UN security council on
the impact of the war in Yemen on women, their vital role in peacebuilding, and their exclusion
from peace negotiations. Ms Jarhum also directs the Peace Track Initiative, hosted at the Human
Rights Research and Educational Centre at Ottawa University, which promotes peacebuilding
through women's, youth and civil society groups in Yemen and the Middle East.*® She believes
that the inclusion of women in a 2013 national dialogue, which brought together civil society and
political representatives to lay the foundations for a post-revolutionary “new Yemen', was a turning
point for gender rights in her country. A quota reserved one-third of places in the dialogue for
women. But they have been largely excluded from the UN-led peace process since war broke
out in 2014, with only one woman included in a delegation to the Stockholm peace consultations
held in 2018, and only three women out of 28 delegates in talks held in Kuwait in 2016.%°

Outside formal peace processes, Ms Jarhum describes how women contribute to peace in many
practical ways: “We have women working to end child recruitment, open humanitarian corridors,
and evacuate families from the frontlines.
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worldwide/90562.html
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publications/2017/11/essential-role-women-peacebuilding

58 UN Women (October 28, 2019). The power of women peacebuilders: https.//www.unwomen.org/en/news/
stories/2019/10/compilation-the-power-of-women-peacebuilders

59 Fonbuena, Carmela, Parkin Daniels, Joe, Ford, Liz, and Hodal, Kate (October 29, 2020). ‘We have a right to be at the table":
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Contributions of Women Human Rights Defenders

Their involvement as peacebuilders in
Yemen exposes women to many forms
of abuse—including kidnapping, death
threats, and smear campaigns—for
challenging those who wield power
on all sides of the conflict.®* A lack

of international funding and priority
means few protections are available to
support these women—a crucial gap
which the Peace Track Initiative works
to address. “We provide both technical
and financial support,” says Ms Jurham.
“We also have a protection program
[for women human rights defenders].
We get them grants to relocate within
or outside Yemen. We help with legal
aid if they are detained. We also do
documentation and connect women
with UN agencies. We mobilize
women's organizations to write human
rights reports. We work on issuing
shadow reports for Yemen. And we
work to make women more visible,
through op-eds, profiles, policy briefs.”

Syria has experienced overlapping
humanitarian crises since the start

of conflict in 2011. Beyond the direct
effects of bombardment, kidnappings,
torture, and disappearances, people
have endured massive displacement,
food insecurity, and disruption of
health and education, and water and
sanitation services. Sexual violence
has been normalized over the course
of the conflict, and rape has been
documented as a weapon of war in
thousands of cases.®? As just one
sign of the breakdown of households
directly affecting young women, the
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UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs reports that early or forced marriage
was a concern in 69% of Syrian communities assessed.®3

Despite the brutal consequences of war on their lives, Syrian women, like their Yemini
counterparts, have remained largely marginalized from formal peace processes, with their
energies and concerns channeled into advisory bodies. The main vehicle, the Women's Advisory
Board, was established by the UN Special Envoy for Syria in late 2015 after lobbying by Syrian
women's groups. The Board has been criticized by women's groups — including the Syrian
Women's Network who ultimately withdrew — as being unrepresentative and non-transparent.

It also drew fire for criticizing international sanctions against the Syrian regime.64 The Syrian
opposition, meanwhile, created the Women's Advisory Committee.

According to Mariam Jalabi, who has served as a member of the Committee, the inclusion
of women in formal channels has been strongly resisted.

‘After the creation of the Board and Committee, there were formal negotiations in 2016 where
three women from the opposition side participated. It was clear that as an advisory committee
we were being excluded [..] We had to fight to be allowed to stay at the same hotel where the
negotiations were taking place. We were denied the badges needed to get access to the space
in the hotel where the negotiations were being held..[WIle did not receive any files. There was no
official way to be included in what was taking place at the negotiations table.

She notes some recent hard-fought progress on women's participation. In the first round of

the Riyadh talks, only seven percent of negotiators were women, and not a single woman was
involved in preparatory meetings for the 2017 Riyadh 2 conference. “We realized that we needed
to be seen as political actors in order to participate [..] We created the Syrian Women's Political
Movement." Women lobbied government officials and international envoys, demanding greater
participation in the peace process. As a result, women's representation increased [..] to 15% in
the Riyadh 2 conference.

The current track of negotiations focuses on the drafting of a new constitution for the country,
with government, opposition, and civil society groups equally represented. Syrian women have
since called for at least 30% representation of women in the UN-facilitated Syrian Constitutional
Commission, which aims to reconcile government and opposition forces in laying the
groundwork for a peaceful end to the civil war.®® As of December 2020, women made up 28%
of Constitutional Committee members, where, according to Mariam Jalabi, their input on the
issues of human rights and detainees is crucial. In the face of widespread conflict, detainment,
and disappearances, more women than ever are now heads of households, holding together the
threads of Syrian society. As well, women's presence on the Committee ensures that their rights
under family and inheritance law, and their right to pass on citizenship to their children, cannot
be ignored in drafting a new constitution.
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As the Assad regime consolidates its repressive grip after more than a decade of conflict,
women'’s rights organizations are pursuing accountability for war crimes and other human rights
abuses and protection for women defenders, while still pushing for a seat at the table. Joumana
Seif, a co-founder of the Syrian Women's Network and the Syrian Women's Political Movement
co-authored Words against Silence, a report documenting violence against Syrian women
detained in state security centers from the 1980s till 2017. Many experienced years of torture
and abuse, only to be ostracized by families and society as likely victims of sexual assault,
which is widespread in Syrian prisons.

Ms Seif highlights how international allies can support women in Syria by demanding their
representation:

‘An important role for Canada to play is to push for women's participation in the peace process I..]
bringing the perspectives, needs and demands of women and children. Even in the last round of
peace negotiations, we saw the role women can play [..]| We want equality, but we will not accept
anything less than 30% at the peace ta