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The Arab Human Development Report 2005:

Facts and figures

The rise of women in Arab society cannot take place as long as it continues to deny women the opportunity to grow, learn and reach their full potential, a condition that hampers broader human development in the region, says the Arab Human Development Report 2005. 

“The rise of women is a necessary, but not necessarily sufficient, condition for the realisation of human development. It must be accompanied by extirpating all forms of deprivation among all members of society … including the denial of opportunities for the acquisition and effective employment of human capabilities.”

Deprivation of women’s freedom to reach the heights of their capacity still prevails in many sectors of the lives of Arab women - denial of civil and political freedoms, knowledge, health, wealth and personal safety. But the Report finds reasons for cautious optimism, too: In the face of overwhelming obstacles, Arab women are in many cases taking determined steps forward.   

Progress—and obstacles--in education  

· In 2002-03 girls’ enrolment at all levels of education exceeded boys’ in several Arab oil-producing countries and in Jordan, Lebanon, the occupied Palestinian territories and Tunisia. 
· The primary enrolment rate of girls is at least 90 percent that of boys in all Arab States except the Comoros, Morocco and Yemen. 
· Government efforts to close the gender gap in education have borne fruit: In the occupied Palestinian Territories, for example, the rate of girls in applied skills training rose from 38.9 percent in 1995 to 45.1 percent in 1999 when more classes near their homes were opened to girls. 

· But fewer than 80 percent of girls attend secondary school in all Arab countries except for four: Bahrain, Jordan, the occupied Palestinian territory and Qatar. Female enrolment is less than 20 per cent in Djibouti and Mauritania. 

· Girls’ primary net enrolment rate—the number of children of official primary school age who are enrolled in primary education as a percentage of the total children of the official school age population--in 2003 in Arab states was 77%, compared with 89% in Central and Eastern Europe and 96% in Latin America and the Caribbean. Arab countries’ net secondary enrolment rate for girls in 2003 was 54%, compared with 83% in Central and Eastern Europe and 68% in Latin America and the Caribbean.    
· Women’s gross enrolment rate--the number of students enrolled in a level of education, regardless of age, as a percentage of the population of official school age for that level --in higher education was significantly less than men’s in 2002-03. In this area, the region was ahead of only South and West Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, and far behind Central and Eastern Europe Latin America and the Caribbean, and Central Asia. 

· More women than men are registered for higher education in Kuwait, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates. But a substantial population of Arab men is enrolled overseas, and most countries provide enrolment data only for local institutions.  

· At all levels, the highest relative rate of deprivation of education occurs in the less developed Arab countries, such as Djibouti and Yemen, and in those with the largest populations, such as Egypt, Morocco and Sudan. 

Political representation

· Social pressure for women’s rights, and some Arab governments’ response to it, has catalysed certain positive changes. Quota systems have brought about an influx of women into positions of power: In Iraq, women’s representation in parliament reached 25% with the 2005 elections. In Morocco, the percentage of women in parliament rose from 1% in 1995 to 11% in 2003.  In Jordan, women’s representation climbed from 2.5% in 1995 to 5.5% in 2003. In Tunisia, it rose from 6.8% to 11.5%. 
· Women have the vote in all Arab countries except for Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, which lack elected legislatures.
· After 40 years of struggle, Kuwaiti women gained comprehensive political rights in 2005. 

· In 2003 in Oman and Qatar, women were granted the right to vote and to stand for parliamentary office for the first time. 

· In December 2004 elections for local councils under the Palestinian Authority, women gained 17% of total seats in the 26 locations where elections were held. Thirty-five of those women defeated men in their races.   
· Still, many female political appointees in Arab nations occupy largely symbolic positions, often in the traditional arenas of arts and culture. 
· In Bahrain (no parliamentary seats), Yemen (0.3% of seats) and Egypt (2% of seats) women remain gravely underrepresented, and Saudi Arabia excluded women from its first municipal elections in February 2005.

Health challenges

· The rate of births attended by trained personnel exceeded 80 per cent in most Arab countries in recent years, compared with 42% in Kenya and 69% in El Salvador in 2003 and 66% in Indonesia in 2002. 
· But women continue to contend with grave challenges in the most basic elements of health. The maternal-mortality rate in Arab countries averages 270 deaths per 100,000 live births, rising to more than 1,000 deaths in the poorest Arab countries, Mauritania and Somalia, and falling to 7 per 100,000 births in Qatar. This compares with 14 per 100,000 births in the U.S. (WHO 2000), 540 per 100,000 in India, 210 per 100,000 in Kazakhstan and 83 per 100,000 in Mexico. 
· The average fertility rate in the Arab region is declining but remains high: 3.8 live births per woman of child-bearing age, on average, in 2000-2005, compared with 2.9 live births in the rest of the developing world. The 2004 rate in the Americas was 2.3; in Europe, 1.6. 
· The Arab region remains one of those least affected by the HIV/AIDS virus, but Arab women and girls are becoming infected in increasing numbers and now represent half the total number of people carrying the virus in the region. Women are now also at greater risk: The probability of infection among females from 15 to 24 years of age is double that of males in the same age group in the region—a disparity that can be largely attributed to the low level of empowerment of Arab women; the poor quality of health services provided to them; poor monitoring and testing services; and the dearth of information on methods of protection against the AIDS virus in the prevailing culture of silence surrounding issues of sexual and reproductive health.

Victims of violence  

· The murder of women in so-called “defense of honor” is a tribal custom still practiced in several Arab societies. 

· Domestic violence remains prevalent in the region. More disturbingly, some Arab societies still deny its existence. 

· The common practice of female genital mutilation in some Arab countries has serious implications for both mental and physical health of women. 

· Women living under foreign occupation, as well as migrant workers, both Arab and non-Arab are particularly subject to violence – they endure a double portion of suffering. 

Legal rights

· Even though most Arab countries, 17 out of 21 have signed and ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), they encumbered the treaty with their many reservations and thus striped it of its substance, the Report maintains.  Arab States, the Report says, based their reservations to the provisions of the Convention on one of two grounds: that the articles concerned contradicted national legislation or that they conflicted with the provisions of shari‘a (Islamic law).
· The reservations entered by Arab States were confined to the following articles:

· Article 2, which stipulates equality before the law and prohibits discrimination against women in national constitutions and legislation (Egypt, Iraq, Libya, Morocco, Algeria, Bahrain, Syria, and UAE);

· Article 9, pertaining to equal nationality rights (Egypt, Tunisia, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, Kuwait, Algeria, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Syria, UAE, and Oman);

· Article 15, regarding women’s equality with men in their legal capacity in civil matters (Tunisia, Jordan, Morocco, Algeria, Bahrain, Syria, UAE, and Oman);

· Article 16, relating to marriage and family relations (Egypt, Tunisia, Iraq, Libya, Jordan, Morocco, Kuwait, Algeria, Lebanon, Bahrain, Syria, UAE, and Oman); and

· Article 29, pertaining to arbitration between States Parties and the referral of disputes over the interpretation or application of the Convention to the International Court of Justice (Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, Iraq, Morocco, Kuwait, Algeria, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Syria, UAE, and Oman).

· To their credit, Arab legislators, and constitutional lawmakers in particular, have respected the principle of gender differences and have tried to regulate the effects of these differences legislatively.

· Arab legislators have at times overreached in their work to end gender bias and, in effect, codified discrimination. 

· Arab women now broadly possess the right to stipulate certain conditions in the marriage contract as long as those conditions do not conflict with shari‘a, and legislators have established the right of a wife to retain custody of her children beyond the age at which custody normally passes to the father, if that is deemed in the interests of the children, and to retain the marital home as the custodial dwelling. 

· But labour laws, penal codes and nationality laws still harbour gender discrimination. Family laws in many Arab countries, for example, penalise wives who leave their home for work without their husbands’ consent. Libyan labour law prohibits the employment of women in work that does not suit “their nature,” and Saudi Arabia has severe restrictions on women’s right to work.  Many labour laws contain provisions that bar women from working at night. 

· Labour laws in many Arab states now protect working women. The Jordanian and Egyptian constitutions and labour laws in some other states explicitly prohibit gender discrimination in the workplace. Many states guarantee women the right to maternity leave, ban the dismissal of working women during maternity leave or pregnancy, and guarantee them child-care leave and time for nursing infants. Jordanian labour law gives a male or female worker the right to extended leave to accompany a spouse to a new work location. 

· Many Arab states have signed the ILO Equal Remuneration Convention, but national legislation in this regard varies considerably. Some states explicitly provide for equal pay for the same job (as is the case with Iraq, Kuwait, Libya and Syria, for example), others have no legal provision for this at all (Bahrain), and yet others stipulate equality in pay only in the civil-service sector (Qatar and Saudi Arabia).

· Personal status codes in Arab countries exhibit wide variation in terms of a progressive approach, mainly between the North African Maghrebi states--Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria--and the rest of the region where glaring inequities remain. In the Maghreb, Tunisia’s personal status law is the only Arab personal status code that applies to all the country’s citizens regardless of religious affiliation. A woman there has the right to act on her own behalf when entering into marriage even if still a virgin.  

· Kuwait provides a contrasting example. Polygamy is unrestricted for men apart from one provision: “A man may not marry a fifth wife until he dissolves his marriage with one of his four wives and the divorced wife’s ‘idda (stipulated waiting period until she can remarry) has elapsed.”  Kuwaiti law defines divorce as the dissolution of a legitimate marriage contract at the behest of the husband or a person acting on his behalf through the utterance of a specific formula. 

· Arab penal codes often apply different standards to men and women, and judges in Arab criminal courts often use their discretionary authority to adjust sentencing according to the defendant’s gender.
Economically marginalised

· Arab women’s economic activity rate—defined as the share of the female population ages 15 and above who supply, or are available to supply, labour for the production of goods and services--remains the lowest in the world—33%, compared with 69 percent in East Asia and the Pacific, more than 60% in Sub-Saharan Africa and more than 40% in Latin America and the Caribbean. The world average for women is 56 percent. 

· A tight job market, slow job creation and the spread of women’s education along with society’s irrational preference that men should take what jobs there are have combined to increase unemployment for women, especially educated women.

· In Arab countries, experience shows that in times of economic recession, women are the first fired while in times of economic expansion they are the last hired. This is illustrated by the decline in the number of working women during the first half of the 1990s, a period of slow growth, especially in the private sector, in Egypt while male employment increased in the same period.

· In coming years the pool of women looking for work in Arab countries is expected to grow. The rate of growth in the work force in Arab countries has been estimated at 3.5 per cent per year for the period from 2000 to 2010, while that of the female work force has been estimated at 5 per cent.

· The number of Arab women entrepreneurs is steadily on the rise. In Bahrain, for example, the number of women employers rose from 193 in 1991 to 815 in 2001 – more than 322 percent. In Saudi Arabia, estimates of the number of businesses owned by women range between 20,000 and 40,000 and in Tunisia, the number of woman-owned businesses increased from 2,000 in 1998 to 5,000 in 2005. 

Women in arts and media:

· News media offer women opportunities for expression and discussion of gender issues, that don’t exist in conventional genres. 

· At the same time, global communications networks provide conservatives and traditionalists with new platforms from which to attack all discourses that favour liberation, development and the participation of women in production and creative work.

· In the Arab world, broadcast media, notably satellite channels, and print media are expanding, employing more women in some countries. But the ownership of political and hard news media remains for the most part a male bastion, and Arab women’s interest in the media is limited mostly to concerns such as cooking, housekeeping and cosmetics.
· The Arab novel has not only attacked stereotypes about women; it has also shed light on aspects of women’s oppression and their role as accessories in perpetuating male dominance. The worlds constructed by major Arabic novelists such as Najib Mahfuz, ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, Hanna Mina and others in their narrative innovation sharply observe the transformations and contradictions of the Arab social situation in all its aspects, especially male-female relationships.  Feminist literature became more prominent with the emergence of female novelists such as Colette Khoury, Ghada al-Samman, Ahlam Mustaghanimi, Huda Barakat, Radwa ‘Ashur, Laila Al Atrash, Sahar Khalifa and Layla al-‘Uthman.

· Arab cinema in recent years has challenged established hierarchies with its graphic depictions of the oppression of women, and its effect on their psyches. In 2004, “Bahibb is-Sima” (“I Love the Cinema”), directed by Usama Fawzi, caused a public outcry in Egypt and the greater Arab world with its story of a Coptic woman who suffers from sexual deprivation because of her husband's religious extremism and enters into a sexual relationship with another man. A second major outcry occurred in 2005 and concerned the Egyptian film, “Al-Bahithat ‘an Al-Hurriyya” (“Women Searching for Freedom”), directed by Inas Al-Dighaydi. The film deals with the problems of three women from Egypt, Lebanon and Morocco living in Paris and searching for the freedom that they had lost in their own countries. Scores of articles were written against the film, which was dubbed “Women in Search of Sex”. Posters were vandalised and there was a general call for people not to see the film. The director was subjected to numerous false accusations and received several death threats. 
· In the same context, the cinemas of Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia have been increasingly concerned with matters considered taboo, such as problems of sexual violence, the unfairness of laws, and problems of marginalisation and exclusion. 
Gender rights are not a Western import to the Arab world

· Although the cause of women’s empowerment is often viewed as a Western import--particularly after the events of September 11, 2001, led Western powers to take an active interest in liberalising Arab society-- it has deep historic roots in the region. Egypt’s first “women’s educational society” was founded in 1881, with raising public awareness of women’s rights as a key objective.  The 1940s, under colonialism, saw a surge in women’s organisations, most of which dedicated themselves to issues like polygamy and women’s right to education. Arab women’s movements first mobilised in support of national liberation, then, after independence, turned to their own issues.  

· Generally speaking, the growing number of women’s associations and organisations in the Arab world can be counted as a positive phenomenon, indicating a healthy multiplicity at the level of discourse and activities. 
 For more AHDR information please visit www.undp.org/arabstates
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