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INTRODUCTION
1. Aims and objectives of the study
The Institute of Women’s Studies (IWS) at Birzeit 
University prepared this study at the request of the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA) in cooperation with 
and support of UN Women to provide the Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs’ staff with research evidence to support 
them in:

1. Informing the ongoing assessment process 
of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs’ current 
Strategic Plan (2012-2013) and the formulation 
of the upcoming Strategic Plan (2014-2016);

2. Advocating the integration of women’s 
empowerment strategies in targeted sectoral 
plans of line ministries for the years (2014-2016) 
based on an understanding of the existing gaps 
in current policies as well as the potential for 
constructive change;

3. The final report is an evidence-based policy 
brief on selected thematic areas identifying 
key trends, challenges, policy priorities, and a 
range of strategic opportunities around which 
the Ministry of Women’s Affairs can focus its 
strategic plan while engaging other ministries in 
order to address existing problems in an orderly 
and effective manner.1

2. Methodology
The study was conducted under the supervision of a 
Steering Committee comprising the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs, UN Women, and IWS representatives. The idea 
and framework of the study emerged from a series of 

1 See the minutes of the meetings of the Project Steering Committee on 23 
October 2012; Project Terms of Reference.

consultations with the Steering Committee, in which 
priority was given to six main focal areas: women 
and population health; women’s education; women’s 
social protection; women’s economical participation 
and empowerment; women’s access to justice; and 
women’s participation in political and public life. In 
addition, violence against women, gender mainstreaming 
strategies, and the restructuring of international aid were 
identified as cross-cutting issues. Finally, the study places 
special focus on women and girls from marginalized and 
disadvantaged communities.

Given the wide range of data, reports, studies, expertise, 
and cumulative experiences available at the Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs, we felt that the study should serves as 
an in-depth review and analysis of the available literature. 
Members of the Steering Committee emphasized the 
need to build on the review report prepared for the 
previous triennial Strategic Plan, as well as ongoing 
assessment and available literature. However, there was 
no need for a comprehensive situation analysis as it was 
inappropriate under the existing framework. Instead, the 
research team was asked to focus on significant changes 
and new trends in the thematic areas of the study. They 
were also urged to provide analysis related to strategic 
opportunities and policy priorities in harmony with the 
overall vision of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs toward 
enhancing equal rights and opportunities for men and 
women and girls and boys in its Cross-Sectoral National 
Gender Strategy 2011-2013.

Based on the agreed thematic areas, the IWS formed a 
research team made up of more than six senior researchers 
with tremendous experience in the related thematic 
areas of the study. While academics were involved, both 
theoretically and practically, in the relevant areas of the 
study, the researchers provided important analyses and 
updated information about the targeted thematic areas. 
They also provided rich insights on broad contexts that 
provide information on the experiences as well as the 
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aspirations and challenges facing Palestinian women, 
in particular, and the Palestinian society in general. 
In addition to research work, members of the team 
conducted a series of meetings to discuss the theoretical 
frameworks and issues related to data collection. They 
also discussed and shared criticisms of each other’s 
results and analyses.

The initial research started with an extensive literature 
review, with a particular focus on the studies and reports 
issued since the Ministry of Women’s Affairs last situation 
analysis. In addition, Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 
(PCBS) data was statistically analyzed for certain areas of 
interest. A series of focus group meetings, consultations, 
and interviews with experts were held to seek the 
feedback and input of a wide segment of civil society 
representatives and relevant government agencies. 
After the completion of the first draft of the report, a 
series of workshops were held to obtain feedback from 
experts on the preliminary results and recommendations. 
While the study was based on the Steering Committee’s 
commitment to a participatory approach, and despite the 
limited time available for the preparation of the report, 
the research included contributions from more than 
50 men and women, including activists, practitioners, 
decision-makers and academics.

The research team paid special attention to analyzing the 
nature of gender-sensitive systems and processes and 
understanding how the experiments and outcomes of 
such systems and processes differ across gender lines. In 
many, if not most, sectors, the comparison of quantitative 
indicators of access to services for males and females in the 
occupied Palestinian territory shows small differences. In 
this regard, the levels of the occupied Palestinian territory 
correspond to those of other countries in the region. 
At the same time, differences in access to livelihood 
opportunities and control over resources and assets, 
such as women’s labor force participation rate compared 
to men, show significant actual differences in the lived 
experiences of women and men. As such, researchers 
faced challenges in examining how systems, structures 
and processes (and their standard indicators) deepen 
inequality across gender lines. This work implied raising 
questions, not only about the meaning of the different 
indicators but also about what the numbers have failed 
to tell us and what they can tell us. For example, we 
need a better understanding of gender inequality in the 
health sector in view of health and well-being indicators 
rather than illness indicators. In the education sector, the 
analysis looks beyond accessibility indicators to examine 
what boys and girls learn in classrooms and the outcomes 
in terms of the life opportunities they expect as a result 
of their learning.

3. Challenges and obstacles
·	 Restrictions imposed by Israel on movement between 

the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the separation and 
fragmentation policies practiced by the occupation 

forces and the ongoing internal political divide 
between the West Bank and Gaza Strip continue 
to undermine efforts to provide policy analysis and 
recommendations at the national level.

·	 While reports and studies on the occupied Palestinian 
territory abound, many of these studies rely on weak, 
and sometimes incomplete, analyses. They also fail to 
follow a gender-based approach.

·	 Incomplete, inaccurate or missing citations make it 
difficult to verify information.

·	 While PCBS is making progress in terms of its local 
analysis capabilities and providing qualitative data on 
a range of issues, such data remains unanalyzed. Most 
of the gray literature reports, which use PCBS data, 
are limited to providing simple percentages without 
further analysis – as if data is self-explanatory. In 
any case, researchers are required to analyze the 
same data, including PCBS data, to generate new 
information.

·	 Gender-disaggregated data are often missing. 
When available, such data are not disaggregated by 
geographical location or relevant socio-economic 
characteristics.

4. Structure of the report
The report begins with an overview of the main 
characteristics of the general contexts of the occupied 
Palestinian territory which effectively influence the 
prospects for the formulation of national policies. The 
rest of the report consists of nine chapters. Seven 
chapters address the following focal areas: health and 
population; education; access to social protection; 
economic participation and empowerment; access to and 
control over assets; access to justice; and participation 
in political and public life. The last two chapters explore 
cross-cutting issues such as violence against women and 
international aid.

Each chapter was prepared by a different researcher 
with relevant expertise. This has resulted in a richness 
and diversity of the approaches and methods used to 
understand the main challenges and opportunities in 
each sector. Each chapter is divided into three sections: 
(a) introduction and context, providing background on 
the local context and theoretical frameworks, (b) main 
results, highlighting the key trends and challenges in the 
current contexts of the Palestinian territories, (c) strategic 
opportunities and policy priorities, providing a number of 
recommendations. In editing the final report, we have 
attempted to maintain the voice of each researcher 
and the rich analysis and views provided by the various 
contributors.
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5. The general context of the occupied 
Palestinian territory
The long-standing military occupation and the widespread 
violence resulting from it are still the main features 
characterizing the political, social and economic situation 
of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Their day-
to-day life entails a systematic denial of the most basic 
human rights, namely attending school, work and places 
of worship, access to healthcare, cultivating one’s field, 
visiting family or choosing the place of residence. Under 
the Israeli military occupation, Palestinians face persistent 
and severe violence on a regular and widespread basis, 
both overtly and covertly, permeating all aspects of 
life and leaving them no safe haven. This violence 
involves frequent military incursions; the destruction 
of life, property and economic livelihoods; ongoing 
displacement; arrests; complex and extensive territorial 
control; and broad restrictions on the movement of 
Palestinians, further deepening the separation, isolation 
and fragmentation of the Palestinian communities.

The impact of the long-standing Israeli policies on 
creating a state of systematic “non-development” and 
geographical, political and social fragmentation of the 
Palestinian society is widely documented. Nevertheless, 
understanding the gender dimensions of the resulting 
transformations in the Palestinian society remains a 
challenge. Over the past 15 years, in particular, social and 
economic life has been profoundly de-stabilized and so 
too normative gender roles, relations and expectations. As 
Palestinian households fall victim to ongoing destruction 
of their livelihoods and absence of everyday security, 
many of the former roles and arrangements between 
men and women, as well as the mutual expectations 
associated with them have come under severe stress. 
This situation raises important questions as to the ways 
in which the intensity and magnitude of political, social 
and economic violence decomposed the previous gender 
arrangements and to what extent new ones emerged in 
their place.

Given this complex situation, a number of salient 
characteristics of the Palestinian society emerge, with 
their resulting significant policies.

A high degree of external intervention and a low 
degree of self-determination or autonomy

Israel, through its vast military machinery continues 
to hold comprehensive and decisive power over all 
spheres of Palestinian life. Through its control over 
external borders, the population register, added to 
its internal mobility regime, all aspects of Palestinian 
decision-making continue to be determined by the 
limited horizons that Israeli power allows. Thus, on the 
political level, holding legislative council (PLC) elections 
is dependent on whether Israel allows them. Israel 
can also simply dispense with democratic outcomes – 
such as following the 2006 PLC elections, when they 

imprisoned the majority of democratically elected Hamas 
representatives. On the level of day-to-day governance, 
both the West Bank and Gaza Strip governments are 
incapable of undertaking most of the basic responsibilities 
of government anywhere. They cannot decide who is a 
“citizen” or who simply enters or leaves the areas under 
their ostensible control. They cannot undertake basic 
protection functions – with rights limited to internal and 
civil policing. Most aspects of economic planning (such as 
internal and external trade) and economic development 
strategies are beyond their control. Land and natural 
resource policy, urban planning and infrastructure are all 
confined within the physical limits of areas A and B that 
Israeli allows.

While totally vulnerable to Israeli intervention, Palestinians 
and their governments are also extremely vulnerable to 
international actors. Rather than carrying through their 
responsibilities under International Humanitarian Law 
(and specifically the Geneva Conventions) to protect the 
occupied population, external actors have intervened 
primarily to affect the political behavior or determine the 
viability of the Palestinian leadership.2

The outcome of this high degree of external intervention 
and lack of autonomy is the extremely narrowed scope 
for Palestinians to exercise free will and independent 
decision-making. This is obvious at the government 
level. For instance, in terms of gender, government 
policy remains severely constrained – restricted to the 
limited areas and population under its jurisdiction, while 
simultaneously unable to freely prioritize resources 
for gender needs, given its total aid-dependence on 
international donors. But it is also true in terms of 
households and their members. Many of the most basic 
decisions of life – where to live, work or study within 
their own patrimony is beyond the ability to free choice. 
As much, the most intimate life-decision of who to marry 
or whether to have another child is often completely 
constrained by the crippling realities of residency 
requirements and movement restrictions. And dealing 
with limited life choices always involves calculations 
based on gender – usually at the expense of the weaker 
parties of girls and women.

2 Since 2000, international aid has accounted for 53 per cent to 162 per cent 
of the annual Palestinian government expenditure (GE) attesting that the oc-
cupied Palestinian territory is structurally dependent on external financial sup-
port (MAS 2009 16). This aid has fluctuated dramatically – with higher aid flows 
during periods of “humanitarian emergency (such as in 2012, the watershed 
year of Israeli military invasions in the West Bank, when it reached 162 per cent 
of GE as well as when there is a political investment in a standing government 
(thus following 2008 support for Palestinian National Authority was reflected in 
a 16 per cent jump in donor aid (MAS 2009 16). It is also lower when displeased 
with Palestinian political behavior – following the outcome of the 2005 Pales-
tinian Legislative Council elections and the creation of a national unity govern-
ment between Fatah and Hamas, when aid was almost completely stopped.
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A high degree of securitization without protection

At present, security forces of the Palestinian Authority in 
the West Bank are comprised of approximately 23,000 
personnel while in the Gaza Strip, the Hamas Government 
has a separate force comprised of approximately 25,000 
(Milton-Edwards, 2009). This means a police to civilian 
population ratio of approximately 1 to 60 in the Gaza 
Strip and 1 to 110 in the West Bank while in liberal 
democracies the ratio on average is 1 to 500. Given that 
even in unstable post-conflict situations such as Kosovo 
the ratio is 1 to 404, it is clear that Palestinians have one of 
the highest police to civilian ratio in the world (Last et al, 
2009; 13, 31). As noted in Penny Johnson’s chapter, while 
unable to offer protection against Israeli aggression, the 
security services are also unable to provide the protection 
of even civil policing to many communities.

The gendered implications of securitization without security 
are myriad. On the economic level, the security sector budget 
takes up the majority of government resources at the expense 
of health, social security and education. Security sector jobs 
are profoundly gender-exclusionary – as the largest single 
employer within the Palestinian Authority and Hamas public 
sectors it is almost completely closed to women.

Shrinking Space for Public Action; a Domesticated 
Public Sphere

Israel controls the narrow confines in which Palestinian 
public action is even possible – thus outside the confines 
of Areas A – public action, even when visibly non-violent 
(such as in the villages of Ni’ilin and Bi’lin, or in East 
Jerusalem) has to contend with Israeli military brutality 
and bureaucratic sanctions. But within the confines of 
Area A and within the Gaza Strip the space for public 
action also continues to narrow – partly as a result of the 
skewed nature of Palestinian securitization. Given that the 
Palestinian security forces, are unable to undertake either 
nationalist resistance or protection from the fundamental 
threats to the civilian population (be it by Israeli soldiers, 
settlers or Israeli policy generally), in both regions they 
have become ever more focused on internally policing 
the population – be it politically, ideologically or socially. 
In the process, in both the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the 
public sphere becomes more and more devoid of space 
for public criticism of either standing government or their 
policies, while particularly in the Gaza Strip (but not only) 
security forces increasingly narrow the space for social 
freedom. The hard won struggle for an autonomous 
women’s rights movement has not escaped this political 
fate.

Growing Social Fragmentation and Socio-Economic 
Inequality

Over the decade, the separation of the occupied 
Palestinian territory into three main geo-political units, 
has become institutionalized. Palestinians living in the 
West Bank, Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem have lived in 

separate economies and under vastly different political/
bureaucratic regimes (either under the Palestinian 
Authority, Hamas de facto-government, or direct Israeli 
rule). Given the ongoing enclavization in the West Bank 
– everyday lives, social and economic possibilities and 
futures are now vastly different depending on whether 
one lives in an urban center, in “Area C”, the Jordan Valley 
or in a seam zone community caught between the Wall 
and Israel. This means not only that life chances are 
increasingly determined by specific geographic settings – 
but that these processes have led to Palestinian society 
as a whole becoming increasingly differentiated and 
unequal.

The Collapse of a Unified National Project and the Rise 
of a Polarized Polity

Finally, perhaps the greatest challenge facing Palestinians 
in 2013 is the collapse of their most hard-won and long-
standing achievement – their unity as a polity under 
the national movement as represented by the PLO. The 
breakdown of the unified national movement into two 
rival governments can only be understood as a product 
of the various processes outlined above. But the collapse 
of the national movement is not just another outcome of 
these powerful forces that have succeeded in disinheriting 
Palestinians from their patrimony and national rights into 
the 21st Century. Instead, a unified national movement is 
the fundamental pre-condition for finding a way forward 
and beyond them.

6. Developing national strategies for 
gender equality
The above-mentioned features of the Palestinian context 
have special implications as to the capacity and means 
to develop national policies. The development of policies 
requires, first and foremost, a political vision of how to 
form and organize society (Walter, Morris, and Simpson, 
updated). This requires a framework and an ethical 
foundation that constitutes a basis for and supports 
this vision based on policy agenda (priorities) derived 
from scientific information based on collective, logical, 
and specific social interests (Simon, 1997). Policies are 
usually developed by governments which adopt beliefs 
and values emerging from the democratic process and 
the engagement of voters and government officials 
(Walter, Morris, and Simpson, updated). Policies must 
be consistent and coherent (Michel, 2007). This means 
that the different policies of the various sectors must be 
coordinated to ensure that they support one another and 
contain no contradictions. Moreover, these policies must 
be based on the same beliefs and values.

Furthermore, policies must be explained and defended in 
public discussions, so that a general agreement on the 
basic elements is reached. In the end, policies become 
written statements that describe principles, requirements, 
and limitations. They indicate what needs to be done 
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and establish rights, requirements, and responsibilities 
between citizens and the state (Unit, P. 2005).

The current context in the occupied Palestinian territory 
poses a number of questions regarding the prospects 
and possibilities of developing national policies. These 
include:

·	 How are policies developed and defined?

·	 What are the moral principles and values that 
support and promote policies?

·	 What are the objectives of these policies?

·	 How are these objectives defined? And based 
on what evidence?

·	 Do both the citizens and government approve 
these policies? And what are the mechanisms 
used to ensure agreement?

·	 Have the various sectoral policies been linked 
and coordinated to together form public policy 
objectives?

·	 What is the role of international and 
humanitarian aid policy-making? And what are 
the consequences?

These are just some of the questions that must be 
raised in relation to the development of gender-specific 
policies in the occupied Palestinian territory. It is clear 
that very little of the above-mentioned criteria have been 
followed and adopted. This means that for the purpose 
of advancing gender equality there is a need to develop 
in parallel ethical principles and political vision based on 
equality, fairness, freedom and justice.
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1
HEALTH AND 
POPULATION

TOWARDS HEALTH FRAMEWORkS 
AND INDICATORS
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1.1. Introduction and 
context
1.1.1. An alternative discourse
The first fact we have to face in order to have a sound 
understanding of health and security is that “the 
circumstances in which people are born, grow up, live, 
work and age, and the systems put in place to deal 
with illness” are social determinants of health – as 
emphasized by the World Health Organization (WHO) 
in 2008 (Commission on Social Determinants of Health, 
2008). It is worth mentioning here that Palestinian health 
workers have realized since the 1980s the effect of the 
more comprehensive social, economic, and political 
contexts on the health of the population. Since then, the 
concept of health as a social construction has captured 
their attention. This early interest may be attributed 
to the clarity of the conditions of the Israeli military 
occupation, and its direct impact on the health status of 
the population, particularly during the first Palestinian 
Intifada, which resulted in thousands of injuries and 
disabilities (Giacaman, Health as a Social Construction: 
The Debate in the Occupied Territories, 1989). This 
alternative view of the nature of heath and illness and 
their causes is a cornerstone for any attempt to address 
women and population health. There is an urgent need 
to think outside the walls of clinics and hospitals and 
outside the sphere of health services and sectors in order 
to achieve any improvement in the health situation. 
We must also seek to align healthcare services with the 
local community’s view of itself. Cooperation between 
different sectors must be established, with a focus on the 
concept of justice and the basic healthcare principles.

Another issue that must be addressed is that Palestinian 
studies focus on disease rather than health. Indeed, 
most indicators used to assess health are biomedical 
indicators concerned with disease only. For example, we 
have the mother and child mortality rate, the prevalence 
of anemia among pregnant women, and the incidence 
rate of chronic diseases. These indicators observe a late 
stage of shifting between wellness and illness. People 
continuously traverse the continuum between health 
and illness, according to the degree of the harm/damage 
caused (physical, moral, social, or political as in the case 
of Palestinians). This does not exclude the cumulative 
impact of humiliation over the years. After a period of 
going back and forth, one may rest in the illness zone. 
Only then the case is observed, without paying due 
attention to the conditions that have accumulated over 
the years and led to illness (Giacaman R, et al, 2010).

Third, if we agree that health is not just the absence of 
disease, and it certainly isn’t, we must start using health 
indicators to measure health and disease indicators to 
measure disease. This leads to the need for self-reported 
health indicators (which measure an individual’s perception 

of his or her overall health, for example the WHO well-being 
index) (Psychiatric Research Unit, WHO, 1998) along with 
the (objective) biomedical measures, which are necessary, 
but inadequate for assessing health.

Fourth, percentages, i.e. numbers, do not speak for 
themselves. They need to be analyzed and explained in 
order to be used as a database that informs the policy-
making process. It is useless to keep stating that women do 
not seek postnatal care, based on the small percentages 
that seek such services. What should be done here is to 
try to understand the reasons why only a small number 
of women seek postnatal care, without blaming the 
victim. This means we should not automatically assume 
that the reason why women do not seek such services 
is “ignorance” as this leads to ineffective healthcare 
awareness efforts in most cases. There is an almost-
complete study by the Institute of Community and Public 
Health at Birzeit University which raises questions about 
the quality of postnatal care services provided in clinics 
and the extent to which they meet women’s needs. The 
study recommends reevaluating those services, taking 
women’s needs into consideration before taking any step 
forward.

Finally, in accordance with and interpretation of a number 
of international conventions and the vision of the Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs, we must examine the reasons why 
certain groups of the population (such as women and 
people living under the poverty line, etc.) suffer from 
poor health conditions compared to other population 
groups. We must also examine the organizational 
structures and mechanisms that lead to such variation in 
the health levels between the various groups in the same 
society. Biomedical measures are often used to evaluate 
the health of individuals rather than communities. As a 
result, important factors are neglected, leading to lower 
health levels for certain population groups which are 
subject to social factors that affect health. This is exactly 
why biomedical indicators are inadequate, even though 
necessary. This is also why we need a broader view taking 
the context into consideration. We need to reach the 
root causes of poor health conditions in the Palestinian 
society, particularly amongst women.

1.1.2. Analysis framework
Palestinians living in the occupied Palestinian territory 
(oPt) have lived in war-like conditions for long decades. 
These extraordinary circumstances have affected the 
health conditions of the population in various ways. 
Most are not taken into consideration when counting the 
deaths, injuries, and disabilities from political violence. 
One paradoxical example is that according to biomedical 
indicators, Palestinian health improved in the 1980s. 
According to the same indicators, Palestinians’ health 
declined post-Oslo. To a large extent, this paradox is 
attributed to the impossibility of studying the healthcare 
system from the perspective of community public health 
in light of the incarceration and siege imposed by Israel 
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as well as the lack of sovereignty on borders, land, water, 
population movement, and commodities (Giacaman R, 
et al, 2009). Life under the Israeli occupation has created 
a chronic sense of distress, social suffering, and lack of 
security among the Palestinians, which are all associated 
with the circumstances of war (Batniji, R, et al, 2009) 
(Ziadni, M, et al, 2011). To this we may add the negative 
impacts of exposure to direct political violence. Surveys, 
conducted on Palestinians, show that the lack of a sense 
of security and feelings of distress have negative impacts 
on health if well-being and health indicators are used 
(Abu-Rmeileh, N, et.al, 2011). In addition, it has become 
established that stress that causes distress can lead to 
illness (Stewart-Brown, 1998). Hence the importance of 
using self-reported health indicators, which measure an 
individual’s perception of his or her overall health, when 
developing health-related policies. Understanding the 
comprehensive context, in which the population lives 
is a precondition for understanding health, particularly 
women’s health.

1.2. Main results

Trends and challenges
1.2.1. Demographic and epidemiological 
changes
In the past 20-30 years, Palestinians have experienced 
a demographic transition characterized by a low infant 
mortality rate and a growing “youth bulge” with 29 per 
cent of the population aged between 15 and 29 and 72 per 
cent aged under 30 (PCBS, 2010). At the same time, the 
society is aging, as 4.4 per cent of the population is over 
60. Also, the fertility rate decreased to 4.1 in 2008-2009 
(3.1 in the West Bank and 4.9 in the Gaza Strip) (PCBS, 
2008). These demographic changes were followed by 
epidemiological changes, namely a low incidence rate of 
infectious diseases, particularly childhood diseases. This 
has resulted in a lower infant and child mortality rate and 
an increased life expectancy, in addition to a rise in non-
communicable diseases such as hypertension, diabetes, 
cardiovascular diseases, and cancer to an epidemic level.

Mortality rate studies emphasize that the oPt have 
gone through a rapid demographic and epidemiological 
transition. Thirty years ago, infectious diseases were 
the main cause of death. Today, chronic diseases are 
the main cause of death (Abu-Rmeileh, N, et al, 2008). 
The increasing rates of chronic diseases carry a special 
significance in relation to women’s health. Recent studies 
have revealed that women aged 51-60 have higher rates 
of diabetes (25 per cent compared to 16 per cent for 
men). Similarly, 32 per cent of women have hypertension 
compared to 16 per cent for men. As for cancer in the 
age group 41-50, 0.7 per cent of women had cancer 

compared to 0.2 per cent of men (PCBS, 2010). Research 
(Husseini A., et al, 2009) also shows that urbanization 
and the shift from Mediterranean dietary habits to 
western dietary habits that are associated with higher 
obesity rates (particularly amongst women) have led to 
a higher incidence rate of chronic diseases. It is difficult 
for the existing healthcare system, which is programmed 
to provide maternity and child healthcare services, to 
handle such changes. As such, it faces a double burden. In 
addition to the regular services provided to mothers and 
children, another burden was added, namely handling 
the increase in disease rates among the elderly. On the 
other hand, people have to handle such epidemiological 
and demographic changes by changing their lifestyle in 
an attempt to increase physical activity, lose weight and 
change dietary habits.

But it is difficult to implement such lifestyle changes 
because of the restrictions on movement imposed by the 
Israeli army, social restrictions on women’s movement, 
and inadequate physical activity because of the shift 
from income-generating work in the field to professions 
of static nature (such as civil service jobs). Similarly, it is 
difficult for women to change their eating habits to reduce 
factors leading to chronic diseases, such as reducing fats 
and carbohydrates in their food, because healthy food 
costs more. So, poverty is often an obstacle to controlling 
our diet (and not what some healthcare workers call 
“ignorance”). The question that remains here is: what 
is the point of providing health education when women 
cannot change their behavior because of the context in 
which they live? So, it becomes clear that we need to 
change some elements in this context, so that women 
can make use of the health education they receive.

1.2.2. Underdevelopment-related 
diseases
Despite the ongoing epidemiological transition and high 
chronic disease rates, some underdevelopment and 
poverty-related illnesses still plague the Palestinian female 
population. For example, a PCBS study indicates that the 
prevalence rate of anemia among married non-pregnant 
women was slightly higher compared to pregnant 
women, 35 per cent to 31 per cent respectively (PCBS. 
Birzeit University, 2003). These results are inconsistent 
with the global fact that anemia is more prevalent among 
pregnant women. However, this data may be analyzed 
in light of the fact that Palestinian healthcare services 
focus on prenatal, mother and child care while ignoring 
all other aspects of women’s health and needs. In 
addition, the local concern for chronic diseases continues 
to focus on men only. We may conclude from the above 
that to make a change, the main priority of policies and 
implementation programs must focus on moving toward 
a broader perception of women’s health and illness 
so that it does not remain limited to mother and child 
health. Also, the healthcare system must be upgraded 
to address the needs of Palestinian women regardless of 
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their social status or being pregnant or not.

1.2.3. Early marriage and high celibacy 
rates
PCBS data indicate that the average age at first-marriage 
for females increased to 20 years in 2011 (20.2 years in 
the West Bank and 19.8 in the Gaza Strip) (PCBS, 2011). 
Yet, PCBS preliminary data for the years 1997-2007 
indicate a high rate of child marriage (under the age 
of 18) accompanied by a high celibacy rate. Rates vary 
by region in the oPt. The highest rate of early marriage 
was observed in Hebron, and the highest celibacy rate 
was observed in Ramallah/Al-Bireh (Abu Rmeileh and 
Hammoudeh, unpublished data). PCBS recorded an 
increase in celibacy rates among women (over 30 years 
of age) in 2010 by 9 per cent compared to 3 per cent 
for men (PCBS, 2010). Of course such changes impact 
women’s health. On the one hand, early marriage and 
pregnancy are dangerous to health while on the other 
high celibacy rates increase family and social pressures. 
Also, celibacy involves exclusion from healthcare services 
which focus mainly on mother, child and prenatal care. 
The logic upon which this system is based is that women’s 
health needs are related to childbirth only. This suggests 
that the only role that may affect a woman’s health is 
reproduction, not any other life activity, such as paid or 
household work, or any other stage in a woman’s life. 
This narrow view of women’s social role inevitably leads 
to neglecting the health needs of non-pregnant women, 
whether single or married. This is another point that 
needs policy and implementation attention as 9 per cent 
of women over the age of 30 in the oPt are unmarried. 
This means that 190,000 women are excluded from 
healthcare services because of the absence of programs 
for single women’s health. In addition, single women, 
particularly those over the age of 30, face a social stigma 
because they are unmarried. Unmarried women are 
categorized in a non-scientific and derogatory manner as 
“spinsters” rather than “single”, the simple word used for 
unmarried men. This underscores the need for objective 
medical classifications and moral indicators related to the 
quality of life for single women when assessing women’s 
health in the future.

1.2.4. Pregnancy, delivery and post-
delivery care
Studies indicate that prenatal care and supervised 
delivery (in hospitals and clinics, not at home) have 
constantly risen since 2000, almost everywhere (Abdul 
Rahim H., et al, 2009), but the quality of this service 
remains questionable.

For example a significant increase in caesarean deliveries 
was observed in the oPt (from 6 per cent in 1996 to 15 
per cent in 2006) (Abdul-Rahim, H, et al, 2009). The 
highest rate was recorded in the West Bank; 19 per 
cent in 2010 (oPt Health and Nutrition Cluster, 2012), 

exceeding the WHO recommended acceptable rates. 
There is a possibility that these results reflect unnecessary 
surgeries, putting the mother and the baby’s health at risk 
because high fertility rates and poor healthcare increase 
risk factors. These results also indicate problems in the 
emergency response system. As such, it is recommended 
that the system is placed under observation. There is also 
a need to investigate how caesarean delivery decisions 
are made and to follow up the results of such surgeries. 
So, there is a need for a thorough review of the current 
practices and for new assessment indicators in order to 
determine the gaps separating us from a sound obstetric 
healthcare system. Defining the cases that require 
caesarean delivery and setting a plan to reduce the 
number of surgeries performed for non-medical reasons 
are a priority for future policies. Caesarean deliveries 
overwhelm the already overburdened healthcare system, 
both financially and in terms of human resources.

As for postnatal care services, they are still not used by 
many women (not because of ignorance). PCBS data 
indicates that only 38 per cent of women reported 
receiving postnatal care from a trained person after two 
deliveries (PCBS, 2010). According to PCBS, postnatal 
care involves at least one visit to a healthcare specialist 
in the first six weeks after delivery (PCBS, 2007). This 
accurately matches the WHO definition of healthcare 
services that meet the minimum care requirements, 
as the post delivery period is crucial to the health and 
quality of life of the mother and the infant. Many 
pieces of research focus on biomedical aspects such as 
visiting the healthcare specialist – something that is not 
common among Palestinian women. In contrast, a study 
on women’s quality of life in the post-delivery period 
indicated several healthcare needs which exceed the 
specialist’s visit. The study highlighted the type of services 
provided in the post-delivery period. While 44 per cent 
of women stated that moral support comes on top of 
their priorities, 21 per cent stated that medical services 
are more important. This result emphasizes the need to 
introduce measurement indicators beyond the limited 
domain of currently provided postnatal biomedical 
services. It also indicates that healthcare services need 
to go beyond the traditional health standards (inside the 
clinic) to meet women’s needs as expressed by women. 
Mother and infant home visiting programs are essential 
for providing the support they need.

1.2.5. Fertility and infertility
The Palestinian fertility rate has been the subject of 
many discussions given its close association with the 
Palestinian people’s struggle for survival, justice, and 
sovereignty. The point of contention is the population 
balance between Palestinians and the Israelis. Israelis 
view fertility as a danger; whereas Palestinians view it as a 
resistance weapon (Courbage, 1999). Despite the decline 
in the Palestinian fertility rate from 6.1 in 1991 (PCBS, 
2006) to 4.1 in 2008-2009 (PCBS, 2010), we notice that 
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the interest in having children and fertility rates are, to 
some extent, a mystery as they are not linked to women’s 
education levels only; educated women in the Gaza Strip 
are more fertile than educated women in other parts of 
the world.3

It is believed that the low participation rates of adult 
females in the labor force explain why fertility rates have 
remained high, despite their decline. On the other hand, 
it can be seen that Palestinians’ interest in having children 
has not affected the ratio of investment in their health 
(child mortality rates are decreasing) or in their education 
(Palestinians have the highest literacy rate in the Arab 
world). Indeed, we find that the needs of middle-class 
Palestinians and the framework in which the population 
lives, which in turn determines their rate fertility, is not 
taken into account in these debates about Palestinian 
fertility. For example, it is clear that the measures taken 
by individuals or households to live and survive drive 
them to have children. As a result, fertility rates remain 
the same. As long as there is no social security system 
in place to ensure a decent life for the elderly and to 
provide the different life requirements, such as housing, 
healthcare, income, disability needs, and food, especially 
food that reduces the risk of chronic disease, Palestinians 
are expected to continue to depend on their children 
in their old age instead of social security. This explains, 
to a large extent, the constant increase in fertility rates 
compared to expectations of each development stage 
(Giacaman, Population and Fertility. Population Policies, 
Women’s Rights, and Sustainable Development, 1997).

This situation requires comprehensive policies that go far 
beyond providing access to family planning or population 
control as indicators of change. This is confirmed by 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs and some UN studies. (MoWA 
indicators 2011-2013) (Division for the Advancement 
of Women; Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
undated). The situation also requires policies broader than 
those which focus on access to healthcare. These policies 
assume that the needs not provided by the healthcare 
system will automatically be met through family planning 
instead of viewing these needs as universal needs that 
affect the living conditions and quality of life of women, 
particularly older women. In other words, all these 
complex facts require a policy view that extends beyond 
family planning measures. The policies in place require 
reformulation to become conscious of the social context 
and gender issues and involve all sectors to be able to 
handle the complex population problems in the oPt. It 
is safe to say that we cannot handle the current conflict 
between the immediate living needs and planning for a 
sustainable future development unless a balanced trend 
is adopted in the form of policies that take the living 
needs of the population into consideration.

On the other hand, if we are to seriously take the 
needs of men and women into consideration in order 
3 A personal phone call with Professor Marwan Khawaja, a pioneering demo-
graphic statistics expert in the Demographic & Social Statistics Section, ESCWA, 
Beirut.

to reduce fertility, we must take infertility-associated 
problems as seriously. For many years, the infertility 
rate among Palestinian couples stood at 7-10 per cent. It 
reached 8.4 per cent in 2010 (PCBS, 2011). Yet, women’s 
health indicators fail to take this important point into 
consideration, namely that there are men and women 
who need fertility care and treatment. As indicated 
above, children play an important role in ensuring 
social protection in old age because of the lack of an 
effective social security system for Palestinians. So, it is 
not surprising that sub-fertile or infertile couples suffer 
greatly because of their inability to have children. Having 
children is one of the primary purposes of marriage in the 
Palestinian society. In addition, having children enhances 
the social status and capacity of Palestinian women and 
enables them to participate in social life more freely. What 
makes things worse is that infertile women are blamed 
for their infertility. They face mocking and sometimes 
ostracism or divorce. An infertile woman lives under 
much social pressure, not only from her husband and his 
family, but also from her local community and the society 
as a whole. So, infertility is a major threat to women’s 
status and influence in society. There is also the risk of 
facing financial and healthcare needs in addition to other 
old age needs. (Giacaman, Introduction. Reproductive 
Health. Infertility Among Palestinian Women: Urgent 
Medical and Socio-cultural Concerns, 2012). Contrary to 
the stated objectives of women’s institutions, we find litte 
support being provided to women in the face of infertility, 
including from international donors and humanitarian 
institutions aiming at improving the status of Palestinian 
women. On the contrary, they only seem to be interested 
in birth control, by focusing on family planning services 
supported and established by development aid. There 
is no doubt that focusing on providing access to family 
planning services is extremely important, but it is not 
enough, as it does not take into consideration people’s 
inalienable right to have children, particularly women. So, 
it becomes clear that the provision of infertility treatment 
services by government institutions must become a 
priority when setting new policies and implementation 
programs.

1.2.6. Menopause and elderly women’s 
health
To date, there is no sufficient information regarding 
the quality and form of healthcare services provided 
by healthcare institutions in the oPt. While information 
regarding the number of cases (not only individuals 
coming to clinics) are abundant, we still need more 
research to identify the gaps in the services provided. This 
is especially so because healthcare for women should not 
stop at providing natal and postnatal services. They should 
include all healthcare needs and for all women, be they 
single, married and not pregnant, menopausal or elderly 
women. Some initial research conducted in Ramallah may 
shed the light on such gaps (Khatib, R, Ghandour, R, et 
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al, 2011). This research indicates that clinics only provide 
prenatal and postnatal care, family planning services, 
and treatment of gynecological diseases including 
medical care for infections and breast, uterus, or ovary 
problems, in addition to conducting examinations and 
tests. The results of this research also indicated that 
the majority of the women who visit the clinics were 
married (throughout the study period; 4 months). Half of 
them sought prenatal services. The second purpose for 
visiting the clinic was to seek family planning services. 
Postnatal services were very limited. In general, the 
services provided marginalize and exclude some women, 
particularly unmarried, menopausal, and elderly women. 
The study concluded that in order to reach a broader 
perception of what women’s healthcare should be like, 
there is an urgent need to train, educate, and supervise 
staff to be able to carry out women’s health protocols. 
Certain problems regarding diagnosis and treatment 
prescription were observed. The study recommended 
monitoring and following up such practices.

Yet, the needs of menopausal and elderly women go 
beyond the scope of the healthcare services provided. 
Once again, we stress that meeting these needs requires 
the collaboration of efforts and policies of a number of 
ministries and sectors. For instance, socially, women face 
humiliation because of a biological phase they go through, 
namely menopause and losing the ability to give birth. 
Some medical workers use the term “age of despair” (the 
term colloquially used in Arabic to refer to menopause) 
to speak of the menopause period, an indication of how 
deeply rooted this degrading view of women’s biological 
stages is, even among healthcare providers. As if women’s 
only role in society is to give birth, once a woman is 
unable to do so, she must feel despair because of losing 
her main value in life. In the process, the symptoms and 
consequences of menopause are neglected, although 
they might cause much suffering and require effective 
care inside and outside the clinic through home visiting 
and society rehabilitation and involvement.

There are some Palestinian statistics on the elderly that 
may wake us up from our slumber. In 2010, extended 
family households comprised only 12 per cent of all 
households in the oPt. This means that most elderly 
people live alone. Also, 91 per cent of elderly men are 
married, in contrast with the percentage of married 
elderly women: 43 per cent. Also, 50 per cent of women 
are widowed, compared to 8 per cent for men (a clear 
sign that men get married when their wives die, whereas 
women do not). On the other hand, 25 per cent of the 
elderly are poor, even though they represent 4.4 per 
cent of the total population. This means that the elderly 
represent 5 per cent of the total number of poor people 
in the oPt and that the elderly are poorer than the rest of 
the population.

There is a clear trend toward an increasing aging rate in 
the oPt. The average life expectancy increased to 71 years 
for men and 73.9 years for women in 2011 (PCBS, 2011). 

Meanwhile, there is an increase in the number of nuclear 
families. This raises the question of how and who takes 
care of the elderly, particularly in light of the absence of 
elderly care institutions, in contrast to the abundance 
of family institutions. The fate of the elderly and the 
method of elderly care in nuclear family households, 
which, in turn, lack the necessary financial, moral, and 
social resources for providing elderly care, is a problem 
that cannot be underestimated. Considering the age 
differences between couples and the higher average life 
expectancy for women compared to men, it becomes 
clear that larger numbers of women get widowed and 
face a life of destitution at old age. This means that age is 
qualitative, with more women living longer than men and 
facing various handicaps.

Generally speaking, more people are living longer and 
they will inevitably need a variety of services. These not 
only include medical care but also home care and social 
services, including meal delivery services. The problem 
here is not only a problem of human rights, equality and 
justice, but also a problem where efforts are needed to 
lift the burden of caring for the elderly from the shoulders 
of the young, particularly women, so that they are more 
able to effectively participate in the labor force – provided 
that elderly and child care are equally included in 
institutional services. Policies that foster child and elderly 
care needs would rejuvenate the economy, consolidate 
the independence of women and the elderly, and improve 
their quality of life, dignity and self-confidence at the 
same time. In all cases, the demographic trends observed 
in the last decade stress the need for providing care for 
the elderly by giving them priority in surveys, research 
and policy-making and implementation programs in the 
future.

1.2.7. People with disabilities
The disability rate in the oPt has remained constant over 
the years. In 2011, the reported rate was 2.7 per cent 
(2.9 per cent in the West Bank, and 2.4 per cent in the 
Gaza Strip). Disability affects all ages but people with 
disabilities face the consequences of the aging society 
when the difficulties of aging are added to the burden of 
disability in the case of older persons with disability.

A survey conducted by PCBS in 2011 provides valuable 
data in this regard. As expected, disability rates increase 
with age; 32 per cent of people over 75 are registered 
as disabled. 34.1 per cent of women, 28.9 per cent of 
men, 1.8 per cent of boys, and 1.3 per cent of girls are 
registered as disabled. One third of the people with 
disabilities were never married. Another third never 
went to school. Also, 87 per cent of them do not work. 
The study observed some of the unmet needs of people 
with disability, starting from the simplest vision aids such 
as eyeglasses, hearing aids, wheelchairs to facilitate their 
movement in society and work, not to mention speech 
therapy programs, physical therapy, occupational therapy 
or any other form of rehabilitation that may relieve some 
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of their suffering. Of course people with disability suffer 
from poor integration in society. A large percentage of 
people with disability (up to 76.4 per cent) do not use 
public transportation because of its poor infrastructure. 
About one fifth of people with disability dropped out of 
school because of financial problems or environmental 
obstacles. Also, most of them suffer from the social 
stigma associated with their disability (PCBS, 2011). All 
these results emphasize the need for incorporating the 
needs of people with disability and the elderly in all 
sectoral policies.

1.2.8. Exposure to Israeli political 
violence and its impact on health
It is well known that wars and conflicts have an adverse 
impact on health. In addition to death, injury, disability, 
displacement, and difficult access to healthcare services, 
people are constantly exposed to danger during conflicts. 
This stress leads to a state of distress, which ultimately 
leads to illness (Watts et al, 2007). Yet, describing 
Palestinians’ suffering continues to be limited to counting 
deaths, injuries and disabilities without paying attention 
to the impact of war on population’s health and the 
consequent “internal wounds”.

Interest in the security aspect of people’s lives opens the 
way for taking self-reported measures of health status 
into consideration such as people’s assessment of their 
own security, fears, and health status and using the self-
assessment health and well-being index to complement 
objective measures and assess the health situation 
(Schalock, 2004). Here, in the oPt, the measures derived 
from self-assessed health status provide us with the 
means to assess the impact of war-like conditions on the 
health status of the population as biomedical measures 
alone are inadequate.

In 2005, WHO “Well-being Index” was used to assess 
the quality of life of Palestinians living in the oPt. It was 
applied on a general sample of the adult population. 
This research showed that the quality of life in the oPt 
is lower than any other country listed by WHO (Mataria 
et al, 2009). The study also showed that the respondents 
had great fears for their personal safety and the safety 
of their families. They had fears of losing their source of 
income, house, or land as well as fears for their future 
and the future of their families. They were “careworn”, 
a broad expression that encompasses emotions of fears, 
sadness, depression, anguish, anxiety, powerlessness, and 
deprivation. Most respondents said they were negatively 
affected by the constant violations of the Israeli military 
occupation, shutdowns, sieges, and violence among the 
Palestinians.

It is worth mentioning that women reported higher 
rates of quality of life compared to men (Mataria et al, 
2009). It is a surprising result, as women generally have 
fewer opportunities compared to men in a patriarchal 
society that discriminates against women and limits their 

freedom. It seems that the patriarchal system, by limiting 
women’s movement outside the house and compelling 
men to go out the house in search for livelihood, has 
caused this paradoxical protective effect for women. The 
public sphere, i.e. the world of men, is full of daily dangers, 
violations, anxiety at checkpoints, exposure to arrest, 
detention, self-inspection, prevention from crossing, and 
humiliation – which may explain this result. However, 
these results emphasize the need to pay attention to 
men’s health too, as the gender issue is misunderstood to 
be concerning women only whereas gender affects both 
men and women’s lives.

Studies conducted on the West Bank population show 
high levels of psychological distress inside the house, 
particularly during the Israeli army incursions. This 
includes cases of severe distress, insomnia, involuntary 
fear, fatigue, depression, and humiliation. All were 
accompanied by negative health symptoms. A study 
conducted on adolescents in Ramallah showed that 
exposure to humiliation was significantly associated with 
an increased number of subjective health complaints 
(Giacaman, 2007); whereas collective exposure to 
violence was associated with negative impacts on mental 
health even after making modifications to the results in 
terms of gender, residence and other associated factors.

This study is also of significance as it documents differences 
between boys and girls in exposure to violence and the 
emergence of symptoms. Whereas the level of exposure 
to violence between boys and girls was very high, boys 
were more exposed to forms of violence such as beating 
by the Israeli army, humiliation, being used as a human 
shield, inhalation of tear gas, self-inspection, arrest, 
and detention, among others. Meanwhile, there was a 
higher prevalence of depressive-like symptoms among 
girls compared with boys. These results are similar to 
the results of other studies in both parts of the oPt. They 
can be explained by the different social environments for 
both men and women. Social rules allow boys a wider 
scope of freedom, especially outside the house and the 
school. So, they are more exposed to political violence 
compared to girls (who remain protected from violations, 
once again as a paradoxical effect of the patriarchal 
system restrictions).

A study conducted in the Gaza Strip in 2008 came out 
with similar results to that of the West Bank: high rates 
of distress and fear, particularly among children. It was 
reported that children are exposed to traumatic incidents 
like seeing their relatives getting killed, seeing mutilated 
bodies, or having their homes demolished. These studies 
cite several mental symptoms including behavioral 
problems, speech difficulties, fears, anxiety, anger, low 
performance at school, or difficulty doing homework 
(United Nations, 2008).

Perhaps there is not much to be done now to stop the 
ongoing Israeli violations suffered by the population 
on a daily basis. However, it is important not to “cause 
damage”. The damages caused by the violation of the 
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rights of Palestinian people find their roots in socio-
political issues. This requires us to search for socio-
political solutions and not just medical prescriptions of 
tranquilizers, pain relievers or psychotherapy sessions, 
or diagnose trauma and distress as diseases. We should 
not contribute to describing war suffering as illness; thus 
increasing pressure on victims. In fact, our studies on the 
mental, social, and psychological health institutions have 
shown a kind of exaggeration in prescribing medication, 
to the extent of rejecting any call for addressing the root 
causes of distress (Giacaman, 2004). There’s no doubt 
that a proportion of the population needs medication and 
psychotherapy sessions, but it is a small proportion. Most 
of the Palestinians go back and forth between well-being 
and illness continuously, as a result of being exposed to 
violence, trauma, and distress on a daily basis. Despite 
having some symptoms as a result of this constant 
going back and forth, they are not sick. They suffer from 
violations and long for an end to these violations and for 
justice.

1.2.9. Wives of men in Israeli prisons
Reports confirm that the Israeli army has arrested or 
detained more than 800,000 Palestinians on political 
charges since 1967 (PCBS and Ministry of Detainees 
and Ex-detainees’ Affairs, 2012). The number of persons 
arrested in 2012 is around 4,000 (B’tselem, 2012). While 
the media and various reports are interested in the issue 
of arrest and imprisonment, we know little of the impact 
of men’s imprisonment on their wives and children. 
A recent study described them as “invisible victims” of 
political violence (Rabaia, Balsam & Giacaman, 2013). This 
study indicated that wives of arrested or convicted men 
in Israeli prisons suffer from various additional problems 
in their daily lives. Financial need comes on top of the 
negative consequences of imprisoning men, particularly 
if the prisoner is the main family supporter. Although the 
Ministry of Detainees & Ex-Detainees’ Affairs provides 
financial support and legal representation to political 
prisoners, yet such financial support was described as 
“nothing” by women. A large portion of this income is 
spent on prisoners’ needs such as clothes, food, and 
cigarettes from prison shops at double prices. The word 
“nothing” also reflects a strong feeling of moral isolation 
which is not mitigated by the financial support from 
the government. It also shows that local communities’ 
appreciation of imprisonment has retreated after the 
1993 Oslo agreements, compared to the first Intifada 
period, thus deepening the isolation of prisoners’ wives 
even in their own communities (Rabaia, Balsam, & 
Giacaman, 2013).

These research results also highlight the suffering 
and humiliation accompanying visiting husbands in 
Israeli prisons. Also, women have expressed a lack of 
independence after the arrest of their husbands. Control 
over women is transferred to her parents-in-law, which 
increases restrictions imposed by the family and the 

local community on their freedom, movement, and way 
of dressing. Also, there are social and mental problems. 
Women reported mental problems among their children, 
such as distress, behavioral disorders, and missing their 
father, especially during holidays. Finally, fear of the future 
was also clearly observed. Some wives were concerned 
about the change in family relationships after the release 
of their husbands. On the one hand, wives waited and 
prayed for their husbands to be released while on the 
other hand, some had fears about how their husbands 
would treat the children who grew up while they were 
detained. They were also afraid of getting old, which 
might cause their husbands to marry again (Johnson & 
Giacaman, 2013).

While there are some institutions concerned with 
detainees’ needs, few are concerned with the wives’ 
needs, particularly social support, children, and handling 
additional social pressures on wives while their husbands 
are in prison. These results alert us to the need to focus 
attention on Palestinian detainees’ wives and ensure that 
their needs are incorporated in comprehensive policies 
aimed at mitigating their suffering.

1.3. Strategic 
opportunities and policy 
priorities

Global recommendations
·	 Health is largely built and destroyed in the 

environment in which individuals live. This means we 
should incorporate the wide scope in which people 
live if we want to understand and deal with the health 
status of Palestinian men and women.

·	 It is important not to “cause damage”. The damages 
caused by the violation of the Palestinian people find 
their roots in socio-political issues. This requires us 
to search for socio-political solutions and not just 
medical prescriptions of tranquilizers, pain relievers 
or psychotherapy sessions, or diagnose trauma and 
distress as diseases. We should not contribute to 
describing war suffering as illness; thus increasing 
pressure on victims. Palestinian men and women 
suffer from violations and long for an end to these 
violations and for justice.

·	 There is an urgent need to think outside the walls 
of clinics and hospitals and outside the sphere of 
health services and sectors in order to achieve any 
improvement in the health situation. We must also 
seek to align healthcare services with the local 
community’s view of itself. Cooperation between 
different sectors must be established, with a focus 
on the concept of justice and the basic principles of 
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healthcare.

·	 This is exactly why biomedical indicators are 
inadequate, even though necessary. This is also 
why we need a broader view taking the context into 
consideration. We need to reach the root causes of 
poor health conditions in the Palestinian society. 
There is also a need to intoduce new health status 
indicators in the future, in addition to disease 
indicators, such as self-assessment of quality of life, 
health status, distress, personal saftey and food 
security, as well as other indicators that depend on 
self-assessment. This enables us to understand the 
social, political, psychological, and economic factors 
that accelerate illness.

·	 Giving priority to women’s health and illnesses in 
policies and implementation programs. This can be 
achieved through a public health perspective that 
is not limited to mother and child health, but also 
addresses the Palestinian woman’s needs regardless 
of her status: married, single, married but not 
pregnant, menopausal, or old. That is why we need 
to train, educate, and supervise healthcare workers 
to be able to carry out the currently unimplemented 
women’s health protocols, perhaps exluding 
pregnancy protocols.

·	 This situation requires comprehensive policies that 
go far beyond providing access to family planning 
or population control as indicators of change. This 
is confirmed by the Ministry of Women’s Affairs 
(MoWA) and some UN studies. (MoWA indicators 
2011-2013) (Division for the Advancement of 
Women; Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
undated). The situation also requires policies broader 
than those which focus on access to healthcare. These 
policies assume that the needs not provided by the 
healthcare system will automatically be met through 
family planning instead of viewing these needs as 
universal needs that affect the living conditions and 
quality of life of women, particularly older women. In 
other words, all these complex facts require a policy 
view that extends beyond family planning measures. 
The policies in place require reformulation to become 
conscious of the social context and gender issues and 
involve all sectors to be able to handle the complex 
population problems in the oPt. It is safe to say that 
we cannot handle the current conflict between the 
immediate living needs and planning for a sustainable 
future development, unless a balanced trend is 
adopted in the form of policies that take the living 
needs of the population into consideration.

·	 Gender reflects a social structure that influences the 
roles and responsibilities of both men and women. 
Palestinian men suffer from a high level of exposure 
to violence. Hence the need to pay attention to men’s 
health as well as the gender issue is misunderstood 
to be concerning women only whereas gender affects 
both men and women’s lives.

·	 The health and population information system needs 
qualitative improvements. In addition, issues like 
refraining from reporting information, inaccurate 
reporting, and the poor explanation of available 
reports must be addressed. Those reports feed 
policies and plans. So, they must accurately reflect 
the demographic and health conditions of the 
population. For example, we cannot determine the 
average life expectancy without accurate information 
on the death rates by age. Also, we cannot accurately 
estimate the number of clinics required for treating 
chronic diseases without having accurate information, 
not only regarding the percentage of each disease, 
but also about the percentage by age, sex, region, and 
geographical location. Depending on regular surveys 
is quite costly. Qualitative improvements to the 
current information system may require considerable 
efforts, but in the long run it will be more accurate 
and less costly.

·	 In general, the demographic development observed 
over the past decade requires us to pay more 
attention to elderly care as a future priority through 
studies, policies and implementation programs.

Specific recommendations
·	 Due to the rapid increase of the number of women 

suffering from chronic diseases, practical measure inside 
and outside the health sector must be taken to help 
women lose weight, exercise and return to the traditional 
Palestinian dietary habits which mainly consist of fruits 
and vegetables and olive oil as an alternative to the high-
fat and processed foods consumed by more and more 
people.

·	 Addressing early marriage is another priority, particularly 
in Hebron. This must be accompanied by an expansion 
of services needed by single women across the oPt. 
This requires incorporating indicators for assessing 
single women’s health.

·	 Due to the high rate of caesarean deliveries, reaching 
unacceptable levels, there is a need to investigate 
how caesarean delivery decisions are made and to 
follow up the results of such surgeries. There is a need 
for a thorough review of the current practices and 
for new assessment indicators in order to determine 
the gaps separating us from a sound obstetric 
healthcare system. Defining the cases that require 
caesarean delivery and setting a plan to reduce the 
number of surgeries performed for non-medical 
reasons are a priority for future policies. Caesarean 
deliveries overwhelm the already overburdened 
healthcare system, both financially and in terms of 
human resources. This result emphasizes the need 
to introduce measurement indicators beyond the 
limited domain of currently provided postnatal 
biomedical services. It also indicates that the 
healthcare services need to go beyond the traditional 
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health standards (inside the clinic) to meet women’s 
needs as expressed by women. Mother and infant 
home visiting programs are essential for providing 
the support they need.

·	 Paying attention to infertility treatment services, 
ensuring quality, and assessing wastage in infertility 
care should be a priority when setting policies and 
implementation programs by the governmental 
health system.

·	 Paying more attention to the menopause stage and 
focusing on its symptoms and consequences as it 
causes much suffering and is generally neglected. 
This requires providing effective care inside and 
outside the clinic through home visiting and society 
rehabilitation and involvement.

·	 The results of various reports alert us to the need 
to pay special attention to the wives of Palestinian 
political prisoners in Israeli prisons, and ensuring 
that their needs are addressed in policies aiming to 
reduce their suffering.
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2
EDUCATIoN-BEyoND 
ACCESSIBIlITy:

TowARDS A GENDER-SENSITIvE 
EDUCATION
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2.1. Background and 
Context
2.1.1 Education in the west Bank under 
the Palestinian Authority
Palestinian children’s right to education remains 
dependent on ending the occupation. Violence and 
the absence of security at the school, home, and in 
society weaken and disrupt the education process. Also, 
restrictions on movement are a major impediment for 
teachers and students in the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and 
other regions. In addition, the long-standing economic 
crisis, which is a result of the Israeli economic grip and 
politically-motivated economic restrictions (such as 
withholding tax revenues and donor-imposed restrictions 
on funds), has led to a persistent financial crisis in the 
education sector. These restrictions, as well as occupation-
associated restriction are cumulative in nature. They 
have an effect on students (and also on teachers and the 
entire education system). They become worse with each 
school year in a country that lives in a permanent state of 
emergency.

Despite the tremendous challenges, the first 15 years 
under the Palestinian Authority witnessed significant 
achievements, particularly in enrollment rates, student’s 
participation, infrastructure and curricula. In the middle 
of 2000, there was a general agreement on the need for 
more focus on the quality of education, as stated in the 
Ministry of Education and Higher Education’s (MoEHE)4 
“Education for all” initiative and strategic plan for the 
years 2008-2012 and its accompanying teacher-training 
plan, as well as in planning and programming documents 
of local and international actors in the education sector. 
But the unstable and constantly changing political, 
economic, and social situation in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip and the increasingly frequent and extreme violence 
at the hands of the Israeli occupation forces have led 
to redirecting efforts towards conflict and emergency 
situations (responding to crisis and rehabilitation), 
instead of being used in development (MoEHE, 2008).

Increasing Israeli actions aimed at the fragmentation of 
Palestinian geography have weakened and impaired the 
development of the Palestinian education system. As 
Israel split Palestine into territories where the Palestinian 
Authority has limited or no access or control, the extent 
to which a national vision, plans and strategies can 
be developed and implemented must be taken into 
consideration. East Jerusalem, Area C, the Gaza Strip,  the 
regions along the barrier or the borders between the Gaza 
Strip and Israel all pose special situations and challenges.

4 The Ministry of Education and Higher Education was divided into the Ministry 
of Education and the Ministry of Higher Education in the spring of 2012. Most 
of the current plans and programs were formulated under the joint ministry. 
Thus, the Ministry of Education and Higher Education remains the main refer-
ence in this report.

Also, the collapse of national unity as well as the deeply-
rooted divide between authorities in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip further exacerbated the situation. The 
hardly won gains that have been made to unify the 
educational vision and system, which has long suffered 
from fragmentation imposed by colonial powers, 
were diminished in the past seven years. Except for 
administering the Secondary School Examination 
(Tawjihi), only little tangible cooperation remains between 
the two authorities. In the West Bank, the authorities 
avoid implementing any reforms that deepen division. 
This has practically led to the suspension of long-planned 
reforms in the educational curriculum. In the Gaza Strip, 
the de facto government is introducing additions to the 
curriculum and systems with gender dimensions, such as 
the recently issued Education Law no. 1 of 2013. This law 
prevents co-education after the age of nine and calls for 
establishing schools for girls only to accommodate female 
students and teachers in all education levels.5

Furthermore, the global trends in education further 
complicate the prospects of having a unified educational 
project for the Palestinian people who suffer from 
continuous military occupation challenges, excessive 
demographic and geographical divisions and an almost 
complete reliance on foreign funding. The last two years 
have seen more and more focus on a “more instrumental, 
commercial, and practical” education (quoted from Giroux, 
Institute for Women’s Studies), moving further away from 
commitment to academic and human values which serve 
public interest and enhance life chances (including, but 
not limited to, useful work) toward an educational vision 
dominated by market and commodification values (a 
term indicating that commodity is the most important 
thing), and the concept of educational institutions – 
particularly higher education institutions – becoming 
consumer-oriented company networks whose value is 
determined only by cost-efficiency, efficiency, and profits. 
The influence of this vision is deeply established in 
current Palestinian plans, policies, and rhetoric. Also, the 
increasing intervention of global entities, particularly the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund in the 
educational sector has consolidated this perspective both 
globally and in the occupied Palestinian territory.6

5 Education Law no. 1 of 2013 was issued in Gaza. Articles 46 and 74 prevent 
co-education in educational institutions after the age of 9 and entrust the Min-
istry with the responsibility of establishing girls-only schools. Also, Articles 13 
and 56 oblige public schools to abide by the minimum standards imposed by 
the government. The Palestinian NGOs network and human rights institutions 
have criticized the law, expressing concern that “this is part of a larger context 
in which the government aims to impose a specific ideology and identity on 
Gaza that does not respect cultural and ideological diversity in the Palestinian 
society” and as such the government does not respect the text and spirit of the 
Palestinian Basic Law. The joint statement expresses concern over the different 
procedures that threaten to establish two different legal systems in Gaza and 
the West Bank. It calls on the authorities in Gaza and the West Bank to refrain 
from acts that undermine efforts aiming at establishing “a unified Palestinian 
legal system” (Palestinian Human Rights Center, 2013).
6 In the last two decades, international aid, particularly the IMF and the World 
Bank, intensified efforts in education, both qualitatively and quantitatively. On 
a global level, interest on new loans increased from 4% in 1980 to 9% in 1999. 
Education lending exceeded USD 2.8 billion in the late 1990s (World Bank, 
1999). Qualitatively, the World Bank increased its intellectual outcomes under 
the context of educational policies in terms of the number of specialists work-
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There is also more and more global demand for cuts in 
public spending and public education subsidies aimed at 
supporting disadvantaged groups, including girls/women. 
This basically undermines the principle of equal access to 
quality education (upcoming publication entitled “Gender 
Overview”). In this context, we face greater challenges in 
enhancing learning/education processes that promote 
gender equality and social justice by enabling people to 
transform unequal power relations and to engage fully in 
meaningful work and public life.

The Palestinian Authority is party to international 
agreements that clearly recognize the right to education 
as a universal and inalienable right. These include 
the International Declaration of Human Rights,7 the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social , and Cultural 
Rights (1966), the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW, 1979), 
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). Article 
24 of the amended Palestinian Basic Law of 2003 states 
that every citizen shall have the right to education.8 The 
Palestinian Authority’s commitment to global education 
can be clearly seen in its involvement in international 
efforts, including the Millennium Development Goals 
and the Education for All initiative. In addition to the 
Ministry of Education and Higher Education plans and 
programs,9 education-related strategies and commitments 
are addressed in the key national strategy documents, 
including the Palestinian Reform and Development Plan 
(2007) and the National Report on Poverty (2004) (MoEHE, 
2008).

The total national expenditure of the Palestinian Authority 
on education is about 17-18 per cent of the national 
budget and 6.5 per cent of GDP.10 Education also accounts 

ing in the sector, and the number and frequency of policy papers and analyses 
published by its educational departments. It was noted that the internal crisis 
in the UNESCO led financial institutions – such as the World Bank and the IMF – 
to control the formulation of the global development agenda. The World Bank 
contributes around 30% of international development aid in education. Top 
priorities of the Bank are maintaining the neoliberal pattern of development. 
This was accompanied by the implementation of structural adaptation policies 
and institutional reforms which became a condition for granting loans (Mundy, 
2002). These conditional loans have particularly influenced the management of 
educational systems (IWS, an upcoming study).
7 Article 26 of the International Declaration of Human Rights: “Every person 
has the right to education”
8 Article 24 of the amended Basic Law reads as follows:

1. Every citizen shall have the right to education. It shall be compulsory 
until at least the end of the basic level. Education shall be free in public 
schools and institutions.

2. The National Authority shall supervise all levels of education and its 
institutions, and shall strive to upgrade the educational system.

3. The law shall guarantee the independence of universities, institutes 
of higher education, and scientific research centers in a manner that 
guarantees the freedom of scientific research as well as literary, artis-
tic and cultural creativity. The National Authority shall encourage and 
support such creativity.

4. Private schools and educational institutions shall comply with the cur-
riculum approved by the National Authority and shall be subject to its 
supervision.

9 These include, among other things, the National Strategy for Technical and 
Vocational Education and Training (1999), the Five-Year Plan for Education 
(2001-2005), the Higher Education Development Plan; the Teacher Training 
Strategy (2008), the Strategic Plan for the Development of Education (2008-
2012), and the National Strategy for Early Childhood Education (2012).
10 The 2013 budget, according to Maan News Agency, allocates 17% of the 

for more than 30 per cent of the proposed budget for 
the Palestinian Reform and Development Plan (2007) and 
around 20 per cent of the donor funding required for the 
public investment program (MoEHE, 2008). The de facto 
government figures in the Gaza Strip are much lower.11

2.1.2. Theoretical frameworks – 
Education and gender equality
In the past few decades, research has produced a vast body 
of evidence showing that promoting gender-equitable 
education requires addressing a wide range of issues 
regarding education quality, relevance, and accessibility. 
Social and cultural intolerance as well as discriminatory 
practices in general, are brought to schools and classrooms.

Overcoming these issues requires effective and innovative 
policies and programs. The main results indicate the 
need to address the following issues: teacher-student 
interactions, curriculum and learning resources, and 
education systems and structures. These issues raise a 
number of critical questions for education policymakers 
and education practitioners concerning equitable access 
to quality education for all. These include:

·	 How are learning opportunities and the relevant 
experiences different for males and females?

·	 What do males and females learn – not only in 
terms of academic topics, but also in terms of 
standards, cultural expectations, self-capacities, 
and life opportunities?

·	 How are gender stereotypes and literature 
promoting/defying gender discrimination 
challenged/reinforced in classrooms and 
schools?

·	 What are the environmental factors and 
organizational structures that encourage/hinder 
learning? How do these factors influence males 
and females, students with disabilities, students 
with learning difficulties, and students from 
different economic and social backgrounds?

The importance of early childhood care and development 
in changing the prevailing gender roles and opportunities 
is well established.12 Similarly, the literature supports the 

total budget to the MoEHE (Ministry of Finance, as stated by Maan News Agen-
cy in Future Network). According to the Ministries of Education and Higher 
Education and Finance, public expenditure on education amounted to 18.2%, 
17.9%, and 18.1% in 2009, 2010, and 2011 respectively (Ministry of Finance 
2012, Monitoring and Evaluation System). These figures should be viewed as 
estimates, because the actual financial picture is much more complicated. Mil-
lions of dollars are spent on education every year from budgets other than 
the MoEHE budget, for example municipalities, local councils, universities or 
non-governmental institutions. This makes it difficult to trace the total national 
expenditure (interview with Basri Saleh, MoE, April 17th, 2013).
11 According to the United Nations Development Assistance Framework (UN-
DAF), education accounted for 11% of the 2012 budget of the de facto author-
ities in Gaza. In contrast, the Ministry of Interior budget accounted for 34% of 
the general budget (UNDAF, 2012).
12 Research in developing countries shows that girls who attend early child-
hood programs are more ready for primary school, cope better, and stay longer 
than girls who do not. (UNESCO, 2007)

• Socially disadvantaged children who attend preschool are also more 
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importance of alternative informal education programs 
in helping females to overcome socially restrictive norms 
and expectations that are rarely challenged at school or 
in the classroom (responding to the needs of children 
with different learning difficulties). For example, there 
is strong evidence that by providing an appropriate 
social and healthcare infrastructure “sports can play a 
meaningful role in girls lives” (Brady, 2011, p2).13 In the 
Palestinian context, anecdotal evidence shows that extra-
curricular, remedial, and informal education programs 
can play a crucial role in making up for educational 
opportunities missed during times of crisis and frequent 
school disruptions as a result of the ongoing occupation 
and accompanying violence (Nicolai, 2007).

2.2. Main results – 
Trends and indicators/
challenges
2.2.1. Access to education
Indicators reflecting Palestinians’14 access to primary, 
secondary, and higher education in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip are high according to regional and international 
standards. Access to basic and secondary education is 
highly equitable with respect to gender, location (rural 
and urban), refugee status, and household income 
(UNESCO, IBE, 2011). Females currently hold equal and 
more positive rates compared to males in terms of the 
main indicators of access to education in all education 
levels (basic, secondary and tertiary education) – with 
major exceptions in females’ access to technical and 
vocational education and training and enrollment rates 

ready for primary school, perform better in school and are less likely 
to drop out than their peers who do not attend preschool. Early child-
hood programs that give children snacks or meals increase the chance 
that children who live in poverty will survive.

• Early Childhood Care and Education may free older sisters of child care 
responsibilities that pull them out of school. In many families, girls 
must look after their younger brothers and sisters so their parents can 
work. If their younger siblings are safe and supervised in early child-
hood services, the older sister may have a better chance of going to 
primary school “UNESCO Rules”

13 According to Brady (2011, p2), well-designed and carefully implemented 
girls’ sports programs can:

• Provide a safe space in which to learn new skills and build assets ;
• Challenge traditional scripts for girls and break down gender stereo-

types;
• Increase girls’ visible, active presence in the public sphere;
• Transform the ways girls think about themselves, and the way families 

and communities perceive them;
• Improve girls’ knowledge about their rights, their bodies, and their 

health;
• Build leadership skills; offer opportunities to practice leadership;
• Expand girls’ social support networks, friends, and access to commu-

nity resources;
• Provide girls with female mentors and role models.

14 Higher Education has witnessed a steady increase in the number of female 
students over the past years reaching 53% in 2004 and about 59% in 2010. High 
graduation rates from universities were observed among females reaching 56% 
in 2004 and 61% in 2010, reflecting the decreasing rate among male students 
(MoHE, 2004, 2010).

in kindergartens.

Enrollment in early childhood care and development 
programs remains low (15.3 per cent in 2010; 14.9 per 
cent for girls, slightly lower than that of boys) (PCBS, 
2012, Press Statement: Violence Survey).

Differences in access to education among geographical 
areas are generally limited. In the Gaza Strip, where 
females have lower attendance rates than males, 
particularly in the post-secondary level, gender gaps are 
less than 1 per cent (PCBS). Similarly, drop-out rates for 
females, which were once higher than the drop-out rates 
for males in the Gaza Strip, are now less than or equal 
to the dropout rates of males until secondary school. 
The gap decreased to 0.5 per cent (PCBS).15 In general, 
secondary school dropout rates in 2010/2011 were about 
3.2 per cent, with the highest rates found in the three 
areas of Hebron (4.9 per cent, 7.2 per cent, and 7.6 per 
cent) in south West Bank. Female dropout rates are higher 
in North Hebron and Hebron areas. Gender differences 
are clearly seen in secondary school female dropout rates 
compared to male dropout rates in East Gaza, Jericho, 
and Nablus areas.16

Palestinian (+15) literacy rates are very high (95 per 
cent), with gender gaps narrowed to less than 5 per cent 
in 2012 compared to more than 14 per cent in 1995. 
Women aged 45 and above comprise the only remaining 
gap exceeding 1 per cent where women’s literacy rates 
are 71.4 per cent compared to 93.5 per cent for men in 
this age group (PCBS, 2013).

2.2.2. Education quality and relevance
In the climate of prolonged crisis interspersed with 
periods of violence and destruction, especially in the last 
decade, continuous conflicts and emergencies prevented 
the Ministry of Education and Higher Education from 
fulfilling its obligations toward addressing education 
quality and relevance. This forced the Ministry to focus 
on “maintaining and preserving the educational system”, 
rather than implementing its plans (MoEHE, 2008).

However, concerns about the decline of the quality 
of education and relevant learning outcomes remain 
widespread. Gains in the quality of education remain 
slim and fragmented at best. Experts indicate an increase 

15 Secondary school dropout rates in the West Bank which stand at 3.2% re-
main a source of concern. The slightly higher rates for females (3.3% compared 
to 3.2% for males) must be understood in the context of the higher enroll-
ment rates of girls in secondary education, retention rates until the 10th grade, 
transition rates from primary to secondary school, and the higher failure rates 
of male students (MoEHE Monitoring and Evaluation System, 2012). High sec-
ondary school dropout rates for girls in Gaza (3.1% for females and 2.6% for 
males, compared to 3.4% for females and 3.6% for males in the West Bank) 
are mainly attributed to high dropout rates from the industrial stream as well 
as the secondary year for the literary stream (MoE 2012, Annual Educational 
Statistical Book).
16 In the year 2010/2011, secondary school dropout rates for girls in East Gaza, 
Jericho, and Nablus were 2.9%, 2%, and 1% higher than boys. High dropout 
rates among girls were also recorded in Jenin, South Nablus, Ramallah, Al-Bi-
reh, Hebron, North Hebron, North Gaza, and Khan Younis, with all differences 
within 1% (MoE, 2012, Annual Educational Statistical Book).
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in occupation violence and access and movement 
restrictions. The effects of this violence and restrictions 
on the economic and social situation and health and 
welfare of children and their families are cited as the 
main reasons for this decline. National and international 
tests show a significant decline in academic performance 
over the past decade or more. In general, females score 
higher on all types of tests. The important thing about 
educational equity is the significant variation in scores 
between and within schools. This indicates hidden 
inequality in the Palestinian system. In a fair system, deep 
differences are absent, as the schooling system seeks to 
overcome the differences in achievement which are the 
result of socioeconomic and family conditions (World 
Bank, 2006). For example, the nationally-run Trends 
in International Mathematics and Science Study 2011 
showed that private schools scored higher than public 
and UNRWA schools in mathematics and science. Co-
education schools also scored higher in mathematics and 
science followed by girls’ schools and then boys’ schools 
(MoE).

The Ministry of Education definition of education quality 
and relevance focuses mainly on improving student 
achievement and life skills. Improving student services and 
extra-curricular activities was the target. The Ministry’s 
strategies for improving education quality focused 
mainly on teachers’ performance and the relevance 
and availability of the curriculum (MoEHE, 2008). 
International bodies and local NGOs emphasize the same 
points. Despite commitments to inclusive education and 
gender equality by international and national players, 
educational plans and programs address gender equality 
as an issue of accessibility that is limited to ensuring 
equality in terms of numbers in a context where gender 
gaps are small or in favor of females. Some considerations 
were given to the promotion of women’s employment 
in all levels of education. The Strategic Plan for the 
Development of Education aims to encourage women in 
senior decision-making positions (MoEHE, 2008).17 There 
are other important aspects to ensure gender equality in 
quality education, but these have been largely ignored 
to date. Also, there are crucial issues that have not been 
sufficiently addressed, including what happens to boys 
and girls when they go to school and how the educational 
system enhances or challenges discrimination and social 
injustice.

Generally speaking, there is little information regarding 
efforts to improve the quality of education. For the major 
part, there is no good documentation of programs and 
initiatives to improve education quality and relevance. 
Available documents lack the data and analysis 
necessary for monitoring and enhancing gender equality 
opportunities and learning outcomes. Several studies 
have attempted to examine improvements in quality 
or relevance to certain projects and programs, but only 
limited gender-based analysis is available, if any, regarding 

17 An upcoming study indicates some improvements in this regard (Assaf, Alfar, 
and Abu-Ghoush, 2011).

children learning experiences and outcomes.18 Available 
data on education in the Gaza Strip and West Bank 
and international research on the quality of education 
indicate a number of main challenges facing efforts made 
to improve the quality of Palestinian education as shown 
below.

3.2.3. Main challenges facing girls/women

1. Neglected Children
Having a better understanding and designing policies 
and programs that respond to marginalized and/or 
disadvantaged children and youth is crucial in light of 
evidence that the exclusion of such groups is repeatedly 
increased in times of emergency or crisis. Girls in these 
groups are exposed to a double risk (Nicolai, 2007). 
Children in geographically isolated or marginalized areas, 
children with disability, and children out of school are 
among the most likely to lose educational opportunities.

Geographical margins
The shortage of classrooms and lack of an adequate 
infrastructure are important obstacles facing education 
in geographical areas most affected by the Israeli 
restrictions on development, movement and access. 
These areas include East Jerusalem, Area C and the Gaza 
Strip in general as well as access-restricted areas in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip.

In Jerusalem, while Palestinians have the right to free 
public education as stated in the Israeli Compulsory 
Education Law, Israel does not abide by its obligations. 
According to a 2012 study, 24,000 Palestinian school-aged 
children are unaccounted for by Jerusalem Education 
Administration. In the summer of 2012, the education 
system in Jerusalem had a deficit estimated at 1,100 
classrooms.19 Also, only 5 per cent of 15,000 Palestinian 
children aged 3-4 who reside in Jerusalem attended 
official kindergartens during the 2012-2013 school year 
(Association for Civil Rights in Israel, 2012). Also, more 
than half the classrooms in Jerusalem Municipality (647 
out of 1398) were below standard and were lacking the 
minimum requirements for health and safety. In addition, 
East Jerusalem had the highest dropout rates in the 
country: 2 per cent in the 1st grade, 5 per cent in the 8th 
grade, 10 per cent in the 9th grade, and an astonishing 40 

18 For example, the 45-page Child-Friendly Schools Case Study prepared by 
UNICEF fails to provide a gender analysis. While inclusiveness is one of the three 
main areas of the program, only a quick reference was made to discrimination 
across gender lines in the program’s goals, implementation, or outcomes. Yet, 
the MoEHE CFS monitoring adopts international standards including “gender 
sensitivity” and “inclusiveness” as one of four issues that require monitoring 
(See, MoEHE, 2012, Monitoring and Evaluation System).
19 According to the Supreme Israeli Court, in February 2011, 40,000 thousand 
children who have the right to free education were enrolled in alternative 
schools. This reality infringes on the constitutional rights of children in East 
Jerusalem to enjoy equality in education (Maimon, 2012). Half the Palestinian 
children in Jerusalem are enrolled in public schools, while the rest are forced to 
pay for private/informal education, attend Endowment schools, or not to go to 
school at all (Maimon, 2012).
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per cent rate in the 12th grade (Maimon, 2012).

In 2010, 26 schools in Area C were classified as below 
standard, unfit, having unsafe and unhealthy facilities, 
threatened with demolition, exposed to settler violence, 
and having limited access. In 2011, there were 18 schools 
with outstanding demolition orders as a result of the 
lack of a building permit. The above factors contribute to 
the high drop-out rates in affected schools, particularly 
among girls, as well as pose significant health and safety 
risks for students that continue to attend school. (OCHA, 
2010, 2011; UNICEF CFS, 2011).

In the Gaza Strip, the shortage of classrooms is a serious 
issue. According to UNICEF, in the Gaza Strip, over 5,000 
girls began the 2011/12 school year attending classes 
in tents, caravans or tin shacks with minimal protection 
from the heat (UN Economic and Social Council, 2012). 
85 per cent of all schools in 2012 taught on a double-shift 
system to accommodate students, thus reducing school 
hours by one third (UNICEF, 2012). Also, the shortage of 
fuel which resulted in scheduled blackouts and random 
unscheduled cuts had an impact on the functioning of 
schools. (UN Economic and Social Council, 2012).

Also, restrictions on movement (closures and checkpoints), 
harassment from soldiers and settlers, violence on the 
way to and from school, bad roads and lack of a low-
cost transportation system in remote and limited-access 
areas are all obstacles to access to education and other 
essential services. Safety restrictions and movement 
controls imposed by Israel constitute a source of stress 
for children in Jerusalem, Area C, the West Bank, “the 
seam area” and the so-called access-restricted areas in 
Gaza Strip.20 In the 2009-2010 school year, more than 
1,200 children and 860 school staff had to pass through 
the Barrier built by Israel everyday to reach their schools. 
50 per cent of the affected students were enrolled in 
Jerusalem schools (MoE, 2012, The Impact of the Barrier). 
In 2011, 26 attacks were reported on schools in the oPt, 
33 per cent in the Gaza Strip, leading to the destruction 
of school buildings and disruption of education process.21

20 In Jerusalem, about 2,000 students and 250 teachers are delayed at barriers 
and checkpoints, or as a result of checking permits on the way to school. One 
UNESCO survey found that 69% of Palestinian children do not feel safe on their 
way to and from school. (UNESCO, 2011) Also in restricted-access areas, includ-
ing West Bank communities near the Barrier, stories indicate that restrictions 
on movement require taking twisted routes to and from school and passing 
through Israeli military checkpoints which is accompanied by exposure to ha-
rassment and threats. This affects girls’ attendance, as parents tend not to send 
their daughters to school (Women’s Center for Legal Aid and Counseling, 2010). 
13 schools serving around 4,500 girls and boys and employing over 300 faculty 
members are located in the Access Restricted Areas in Gaza (the area extending 
1.5 km from the border with Israel). These areas see frequent Israeli incur-
sions. (UNESCO, n.d.). A report prepared by UNESCO documents “security and 
protection threats violating the right to education and undermining its main 
humanitarian role” for both students and teachers (UNESCO, p3). The report in-
dicates that the “restricted access areas” also faces displacement risks because 
of these protection threats. Most of those who stay there simply lack sufficient 
resources to leave given the pressures under which they live” (UNESCO, p3).
21 CAAC, annual report 2011, UNDAF, 2012, p25.
In Area C, the lack of a proper infrastructure for public services is attributed to 
the restrictive Israeli planning and permits system. In Gaza, it is attributed to 
presence of a “Belt Area”. See UNESCO.

People with disabilities
28,000 Palestinian children suffer from some sort of 
disability (Nicolai, 2007).22 Whereas the MoE adopted 
a commitment to inclusive education officially in 1997, 
there are still some major challenges. In the Gaza Strip, 
no official strategy has been prepared in this regard since 
the 2008 split. In 2010, only 50 per cent of Palestinian 
schools were adapted to ensure access for people with 
physical disabilities. Still, obstacles facing the formal and 
informal curriculum, students, teachers, social trends 
and learning/educational methods remain of significance 
(Riyada, 2011).23 The enrollment rates of people with 
disabilities are much lower than the general rates. A 
study conducted in 2011 found that while 97 per cent 
of the surveyed people with disabilities (50 per cent of 
the sample are aged 2-20 years) and their families think 
that people with disabilities have the right to education. 
18.5 per cent of the respondents (15.5 per cent in the 
West Bank and 22.5 per cent in the Gaza Strip) said 
they never had access to education. The study also 
showed that females with disabilities had 10 per cent 
less education opportunities than males (29 per cent for 
females compared to 19 per cent for males). Also, only 
50 per cent of the respondents went to primary school, 
19.5 per cent went to secondary school, and 5.9 per cent 
went to colleges/universities (Riyada, 2011). Dropout 
rates among people with disabilities were 37.9 per cent 
(44 per cent for males, and 28.1 per cent for females); a 
high percentage taking into consideration the generally 
low dropout rates (Riyada, 2011). Dropout rates were 
uniform across the West Bank, but were higher in the 
Gaza Strip. They differed by location: 75 per cent, 50.8 
per cent, and 11.1 per cent in the north, center, and south 
respectively (Riyada, 2011).24 Another study on the types 
of disabilities showed that people with mental disabilities 
and those with learning difficulties are more likely to 
never attend school (Riyada, 2011).

Moreover, public education programs for people with 

22 Using the narrow definition of disability, 1.5% of Palestinian children aged 
0-17 suffer from disability: 1.6% in the West Bank compared to 1.4% in Gaza 
Strip; 1.8% for males compared to 1.3% for females.
Using the broad definition of disability, the rate was 7% in the oPt, with similar 
rates for both the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Using the narrow definition of 
disability, the rate of disability in the oPt was 2.7% (2.9% in the West Bank and 
2.4% in the Gaza Strip; 2.9% for males and 2.5% for females). In the West Bank, 
the highest rates were observed in Jenin (4.1%), followed by Hebron (3.6%), 
with the lowest rate in Jerusalem (1.4%). In the Gaza Strip, the highest rate was 
observed in Gaza (2.5%), followed by North Gaza, Rafah and Deir El-Balah (2.4% 
each), with the lowest rate in Khan Younis (2.2%) (PCBS and MoWA, 2011).
23 According to the MoE, in the 2011-2012 school year, 37% and 51.9% of 
schools in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, respectively, provided desks for stu-
dents with disabilities and 50.8% of schools in the West Bank and 52.5% in 
Gaza Strip provided restrooms for students (MoE, 2012, Annual educational 
statistical book).
24 The absence of specialized education centers (15.6% of people with dis-
abilities) and refusal by government schools to accept them, (11% of people 
with disabilities) were the main reasons for discontinuing education. Also, 
qualitative research shows that the unsuitable school infrastructure, social re-
strictions, and priority given to non-disabled children were among the main 
reasons for not obtaining an educational opportunity. As for those who receive 
education, parents prefer to send them to public schools. Obstacles to the 
continuation of education were the lack of essential services (main reason for 
females), no benefit of academic education (main reason for males), lack of 
appropriate programs, and weak social integration (Riyada, 2011)
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disabilities are few, particularly in the Gaza Strip. 
According to a study sample, only 20.9 per cent of people 
with disabilities benefit from public programs. This is of 
special significance for girls with disabilities in contrast to 
the general rates of access to education for people with 
disabilities. Although girls with disabilities are generally 
10 per cent less likely to get education, females benefit 
more than males from public programs (69.4 per cent 
and 38.3 per cent, respectively) (Riyada, 2011). It was also 
found that negative attitudes towards girls/women with 
disabilities are very strong. This leads not only to bias and 
discrimination, but also to severe social isolation. Social 
stigma plays a crucial role in parents’ desire to educate 
their children (Riyada, 2011).

Out-of-School Children
The percentage of children who never attended school is 
very low (0.65 per cent of 10-15 age group in 2004, World 
Bank, 2006). Little is known about who these children 
are and to what extent marginalized group may be 
disproportionately represented in this group. According 
to MoE figures, 10 per cent of boys and 5 per cent of girls 
aged 6-15 are out of school. These numbers increase to 
41 per cent and 24 per cent, respectively, for the 16-17 
age group (MoE as in Passia, 2013, p. 380).

While the general incidence rates of child labor, whether 
paid or unpaid; 25 according to PCBS are relatively low at 
3.7 per cent (6.3 per cent for males and 1.1 per cent for 
females; 5.7 per cent in the West Bank compared to 0.6 
per cent in the Gaza Strip in 2011), children who work are 
less likely to enroll in school compared to other children. 
24.3 per cent of non-enrolled children are involved in child 
labor (33.1 per cent males and 3.2 per cent females; 33.4 
per cent in the West Bank and 7.8 per cent in the Gaza 
strip).26 The correlation between economic difficulties, 
child labor, and enrollment in school is complicated. It is 
unlikely that this is a simple cause-and-effect relationship. 
There is a need for more research to understand the 
correlation between the factors that lead to the non-
enrollment of boys and girls.

other marginalized and at risk children
There are other groups at risk as indicated in the 
literature, but we lack sufficient data to understand the 
obstacles facing these groups in accessing and continuing 
education (quality and relevance). These groups include 
child detainees, children exposed to violence, Bedouins, 
nomadic children, children affected by drugs, and children 
suffering from low academic performance. Whereas we 
know little about these groups in the Palestinian context, 
global evidence indicates the need for alternative forms 

25 63.0% of working children work for their families as unpaid workers. The 
vast majority of unpaid children were females (94.2% compared to 57.9% for 
males) (PCBS, Palestinian children – Issues and statistics).
26 In addition, 2.3% of children students are employed (most of them in the 
West Bank: 3.6% males and 1% females). (PCBS, Palestinian children – Issues 
and statistics).

of education to ensure that these children have access to 
their educational and developmental rights.

2. Horizontal segregation – persistence of gender 
stereotypes
While females have achieved equal or greater educational 
participation and attainment, the options concerning the 
fields of study are still affected by gender standards and 
expectations for females and males in secondary and 
tertiary stages.

Patterns of enrollment in secondary education by 
field of study
It is noted that gender differences in the fields of study 
during the secondary and tertiary stages are decreasing 
in some fields but remain of significance. The number 
of high school students enrolling in the literary stream 
compared to the scientific stream continues to increase. 
But, the number of females in the literary stream is still 
higher than the number of males. This means that girls 
adhere to their expected gender roles (73.3 per cent and 
6.8 per cent respectively in the 2011-2012 school year) 
(PCBS, women & men). However, the gender gap in the 
scientific stream is getting significantly narrower by the 
year; females’ enrollment in the scientific stream is almost 
1 per cent less than males (21.8 per cent and 23.4 per 
cent, respectively in 2011/2012) (PCBS, Women & men). 
For the same academic year, the number of girls in the 
scientific stream in the last year of secondary education 
(Tawjihi) exceeded the number of boys by around 0.2 per 
cent (MoEHE Monitoring and Evaluation System, 2012).

Rates of enrollment in vocational and technical education 
and training increased, but they remain low (in the 
2011-2012 school year, rates of enrollment in vocational 
secondary schools were 6.8 per cent of the total number 
of secondary school students). Girls’ enrollment (4.3 per 
cent) remains lower than that of boys (9.4 per cent) (PCBS, 
2011, women & men). The vast majority of vocational 
and technical education and training institutions is 
concentrated in city centers where it is difficult for women 
who live in rural areas and refugee camps to reach them. 
Many girls are excluded from this type of education 
because of eligibility requirements, which often include 
high academic scores or pre-training qualifications. 
Furthermore, training available or accessible to women 
is limited to a few “feminine” and socially acceptable 
professions and saturated professions. The segregation of 
the labor market based on gender is strengthened by the 
distribution of work based on gender in the household 
and educational system. Girls’ enrollment in vocational 
training and education is clearly concentrated in the 
agricultural field (3.8 per cent for girls and 5.4 per cent for 
boys, with lower enrollment rates in the industrial field 
(0.3 per cent for girls and 3.1 per cent for boys) and in 
other disciplines (0.2 per cent for girls and 0.3 per cent for 
boys). (PCBS, 2011, women& men).
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Patterns of enrollment in higher education by field 
of study
In this regard, options remain influenced by gender 
considerations, particularly in the fields of science and 
engineering where 13 per cent of females compared to 
22 per cent of males enroll in these fields (MoHE, 2004, 
2010). Also the number of male engineering students is 
double the number of female students in this field, with 
similar graduation rates (MoHE, 2004, 2010).27 Whereas 
the fields of science, mathematics, and computer science 
showed similar rates of enrollment for both genders, a 
closer look at the sub-majors in these disciplines reveals 
a male/female classification in some of them.

Despite the increasing family support for females to 
continue their higher education, parental gender norms 
are decisive in what young women ultimately end up 
studying. Some girls stated that they could not study the 
specialization of their choice because their parents wanted 
them to study “gender-appropriate” specializations, 
particularly education (Hammami & Siam, 2012). Other 
studies showed that gender expectations in child-rearing 
and family management, stereotyping certain fields as 
“feminine” or “masculine” and similar gender differences 
that are reflected in the educational system through the 
curriculum, teachers, instructors, and peers also hinder 
women’s specialization choices.28

3. Horizontal segregation – sticky floor and glass 
ceiling
As for postgraduate studies, gender equality is very low in 
terms of educational enrollment and attainment. Similarly, 
while there is good or above-average representation of 
women as teachers in kindergartens, schools, and higher 
education institutions, the proportion of women sharply 
declines as we go up the career ladder in education and 
administration jobs in all types of educational institutions, 
leading to lower female representation in positions of 
power and decision-making.

The postgraduate Level
Gender equality rates decline sharply in educational 
attainment after the first university degree, where only 
10 per cent of doctorate holders are women. There are 
several reasons for this all related to women’s access to 
higher education. Until recently, Palestinian universities 
did not provide PhD programs and females wishing to 
study PhD abroad needed to ensure funding and to 
overcome social and family obstacles not encountered by 

27 In 2004, 2,649 female students (4% of all female students) enrolled in en-
gineering, manufacturing, and construction fields compared to 5,612 male 
students (10% of all male students). Figures went up to 3,824 (4%) and 7,551 
(12%) respectively in 2010 (MoHE, 2004, 2010).
28 See, for example, Giacaman, R., Saab, H., Nguyen-Gillham, V., Abdullah, A., 
&Naser, G. (2004).; Abu Awwad, 2003; Palestinian Women’s Research and Doc-
umentation Center, 2009; and Filosso, 1996.
Movement restrictions also play a role in limiting educational options (Giaca-
man et al, 2004).

their male peers (PCBS, 2009).29

The relative distribution of female doctorate holders across 
the scientific fields equals the number of male doctorate 
holders, except for social sciences and engineering, where 
a clear imbalance is observed, especially in engineering (5 
per cent for females vs. 11 per cent for males) compared 
to 22 per cent for females and 17 per cent for males in 
social sciences. Similarly, the distribution of female and 
male doctorate holders in science and engineering sub-
majors provides evidence of gender differences, where 
the majority of females are concentrated in human sciences 
whereas males are concentrated in engineering (PCBS, 
2009).

women’s position in the education system
Women dominate the lower levels of education, occupying 
low wage/position jobs.30 Also, female teachers in the pre-
school stage (who are still without a union) represent 100% 
of the teaching staff. Fifty-five per cent of the teaching 
staff in public schools are females (PCBS, 2012, Women 
& Men). In higher education institutions, the percentage 
of female doctorate holders was 7 per cent in 2004 and 
9 per cent in 2010. Women’s access to PhD programs 
appears to be limited as 72 per cent of female academic 
staff work as lecturers/instructors compared to 45 per 
cent for their male counterparts (MoHE, 2004, 2010). 
This can be attributed to two phenomena established in 
the literature on institutional discrimination: the “sticky 
floor” that keeps women trapped in low wage positions 
with little opportunity for upward mobility, and “glass 
ceiling” that indicates organized visible and invisible 
forces that prevent women (or other groups) from 
advancing to higher positions with higher wages during 
their professional and academic careers. The Glass Ceiling 
Index31 in the oPt was 3.1 in 2004 and 2010. This shows 
that for females in the academic field to achieve progress 
in research careers, they face three times the difficulties 
faced by their male counterparts (EC, 2009; MoHE, 2004, 
2010). It is unlikely for this situation to change unless 
serious thought is given to the nature of policies and 
measures, influenced by gender, that hinder women’s 
progress.

Also, low representation of women in higher academic 
positions limits their chances of contributing to gender-
sensitive policies, employment, and research. So far, 
no woman has headed a higher education institution 
in Palestine offering bachelor’s degrees or higher. Also, 

29 N.B.: the 2007 census, conducted by the PCBS, covered the West Bank only, 
without including Gaza Strip or Jerusalem.
30 According to a study conducted by Miftah Institution, although female 
teachers carry more teaching burdens (regarding the number of students, the 
number of classes per week, busy departments, and the number of subjects), 
male teachers have higher positions and receive more income (Abdul Karim, 
2010).
31 The Glass Ceiling Index is the ratio of male to female professor-rank doctor-
ate holders. The Glass Ceiling Index ranges from zero to infinity. The value (1) 
reflects equality between men and women. The higher the value, the thicker 
the glass is and the harder it is for women to advance in their academic careers 
(The European Commission, 2009).
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women’s representation is low in most boards of trustees 
and college and university councils (MoHE, 2004, 2010).

4. Early childhood education and development – A 
missed opportunity
By the time they enter pre-school, most children have 
adopted socially-accepted gender roles and models 
of behavior, which have an enormous impact on their 
education and their lives. Research shows that early 
childhood education can act as a strong equalizer for the 
most disadvantaged children, including girls. However, 
evidence suggests that challenging gender stereotypes 
and textbooks limiting the ambitions and opportunities 
of girls and boys in early childhood education institutions 
has strong potential to expand girls’ life chances, combat 
discrimination based on gender, and promote gender 
equality in communities and the larger society. In the 
Palestinian context, pre-school enrollment rates are low 
(38.1 per cent in 2010/2011). It is noted that, contrary 
to other stages of education in the oPt, girls’ pre-school 
enrollment rate is low (34.7 per cent) compared to boys 
(41.2 per cent) (6.5 per cent lower) (MoE 2012, the 
National Strategy for Early Childhood Development). 
Whereas international and local representatives give 
more attention to early childhood care and development 
– with the Ministry issuing a comprehensive plan for 
developing this sector in 2012 – the role of early childhood 
care and development had no significant impact on 
promoting/reducing gender equality in policy discussions 
or programs.

5. Learning experiences and gender – What do 
boys and girls learn
Without clear and positive policies and processes 
to promote gender equality, education systems will 
inevitably reinforce existing discriminatory practices and 
trends. While there was strong interest and significant 
advancement in gender equality with regard to access 
to education in the oPt, little attention was given to 
how the work of educational facilities and the available 
experiences and information on violence, the formal 
and hidden curriculum, and the public education system 
affect the expansion or limitation of comprehensive 
development, life choices, and opportunities for students 
in line with sex/gender.

School and classroom facilities
Whereas the general trend is improving in terms of 
student/classroom and student/teacher ratios, student/
teacher ratios remain much higher in UNRWA schools 
compared to public and private schools (27.3 per cent, 
8.20 per cent, and 16.5 per cent respectively, according 
to the PCBS, 2012, 34). Important gaps remain regarding 
students in Jerusalem, Area C, seam zone areas, the 
Gaza Strip, and especially the access-restricted areas, as 
mentioned before. A study conducted in 2010 found that 

girls’ schools were more crowded than boys’ schools in 
terms of the number of students in the classroom and the 
classroom size (Abdul Karim, 2010). In addition, based on 
strong evidence in the literature on teachers’ favoritism 
to boys over girls in the classroom and the correlation 
between teachers’ attention and students’ performance, 
crowding in the classroom32 in co-education schools 
has a negative impact on female students’ learning 
opportunities.

Despite the remarkable progress in equipping schools with 
computer and science labs and, to some extent libraries, 
many schools still do not meet the targeted criteria. 
There are no figures about the availability of equipment 
and educational facilities by school type (boys, girls, or 
co-ed) (Abdul Karim, 2010). In addition, the Ministry 
has said that even available resources are not properly 
utilized (MoEHE, 2008). We have little information about 
differences in access and use among boys, girls, students 
from limited socio-economic backgrounds and students 
with different learning needs ,although the observation 
of student involvement and use of facilities since 2009 
provides detailed data by gender.33 Anecdotal evidence 
and some studies indicate the need to pay special 
attention to health and sports facilities as well as IT 
facilities for females.34

Trauma, violence and gender experiences
Because of the persistence of the occupation, students 
suffer from danger, violence, and trauma in their places of 
residence, near their homes and sometimes inside them. 
Occupation violence, whether at the hands of the Israeli 
army or the settlers, has led to high levels of exposure 
to violence, individually and collectively, for both females 
and males. The types of violence, how they are understood 
and responded to, and the impacts of exposure to them 
vary greatly based on gender (Giacaman et al, 2004).35 

32 One third of the schools are co-ed schools, particularly in low grades. Build-
ing schools in the West Bank targets 70% co-ed or girls’ schools (Nicolai, 2007).
33 For more details about the quality of school education, see: MoEHE, Moni-
toring and Evaluation System of the Strategic Plan for Education Development 
(2008-2012), 2011 Annual report. Since 2009, the MoEHE Monitoring and 
Evaluation System has used data disaggregated by gender about the degree of 
student participation (use of libraries, computer labs, science labs, and educa-
tional tools) and standard tests. Annual reports provide data disaggregated by 
gender, but they do not provide a gender-based data analysis.
34 According to the PCBS 2008 survey of school sanitation and infrastructure 
environment, 27% of schools in the West Bank and 30% of those in Gaza did 
not meet territory-wide standards for water and sanitation facilities in schools 
of 1 toilet per 30 students. A large number of co-educational schools in Gaza do 
not have separate toilets. (UNICEF, 2011). Information indicates the absence of 
usable toilets (Owaida, 2013). See also: Abdul Karim, 2010.
35 According to the World Bank study: In their encounter with Israeli soldiers, 
women are in many ways far more vulnerable than men. In this arena, with-
out family protection, a woman faces not only the uncertainty of safe passage; 
the possibility of delays moving from one area to another; and the humiliation 
that accompanies intrusive body searches and detainment, but also the risk to 
compromise her reputation. As a woman’s reputation is intrinsically linked to 
family honor, what happens to a Palestinian woman when she encounters the 
apparatus of occupation during, for example, searches at checkpoints can have 
devastating consequences on her autonomy, mobility, aspirations for educa-
tion, and work. This is not so for men whose reputation is not affected in the 
same gendered way. In addition, the application process to obtain permits and 
the feats of getting goods to markets, finding employment, visiting family, and 
accessing services that fall outside the boundaries of home all pose additional 
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Also, teacher and peer violence has become a significant 
phenomenon, particularly for male students. According to 
the PCBS, 22 per cent of (male and female) students aged 
12-17 reported being exposed to emotional or physical 
violence by teachers or peers at school in 2010/2011 at a 
rate of 28.7 per cent for boys and 15.1 per cent for girls. 
The rate of exposure to violence in the Gaza Strip (22.7 
per cent), which was slightly higher than the West Bank, 
reflected higher rates of exposure to violence among 
girls in the Gaza Strip (16.7 per cent) compared to the 
West Bank (15.1 per cent) (PCBS, 2012, Press Statement: 
Violence Survey). No data was published by school type 
(boys, girls, co-ed). Also, no data was provided on sexual 
harassment/violence at school, although sexual violence 
was addressed in other sections of the survey.

Research indicates a significant correlation between 
violence at school, and performance and drop-out rates. 
According to a study conducted by Birzeit University in 
2005, the lower the achievement level of the students, 
the higher the levels of different forms of violence being 
perpetrated against them (as published in UNICEF, 2011, 
the situation of Palestinian children in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, p.18). So far, no in-depth research 
has been conducted on gender differences in order to 
understand violence, be it from peers or teachers, its 
occurrence and how to respond to it.

The formal curriculum
Some studies have focused on analyzing gender-sensitive 
curricula. Several gender reviews of the curriculum have 
been conducted and a number of recommendations for 
improvement have been submitted. But, in general, these 
issues still need to be addressed.36 There are long-term 
plans for reforming the curriculum in the West Bank, 
but they were suspended due to the continuous political 
conflict with the Gaza Strip. Meanwhile, as indicated in  
the Ministry of Women’s Affairs’ 2011-2013 Cross-Sectoral 
National Gender Strategy, the curriculum, textbooks, and 
manuals continue to reflect traditional stereotypes and 
gender-based discrimination in the use of language and 
content (25).37

The hidden curriculum
There is a broad consensus that school education is 
characterized by lecturing, issuing commands, taking 
notes, memorizing by repetition and evaluation based 
on exams. As such, to improve the quality of education, 
these issues must be addressed through effective pre-

challenges for women that stem from the prevalent culture of gender relations 
but that are exacerbated by the restrictions. (World Bank, 2010, p14).
36 One of the early gender reviews of the Palestinian curriculum was conduct-
ed in 1999 (Nicolai, 2007). An upcoming study prepared by Assaf, Alfar, and Abu 
Ghoush indicate some changes in language (use of plural instead of masculine) 
and an increase in the number of women participating in the preparation of 
textbooks. The same study also indicates that there is still much to be done to 
address gender stereotypes and discrimination in the curriculum.
37 See also: Assessing the educational system in Palestine: An NGO perspec-
tive.

service and in-service teacher training, curriculum 
reforms and/or a well-organized school-based education 
management. However, few discussions have been held 
on the dynamics of gender in the classroom and the 
school, the discriminatory treatment of children within 
and between schools, and how these affect injustice and 
inequity in terms of opportunities and outcomes, for 
females, children with disabilities and/or special learning 
needs, children from disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds or other marginalized groups such as 
children involved in child labor or children of detainees.

Initial research in the oPt suggests, for example, that 
children with limited resources are subject to ridicule 
and discrimination by their peers and teachers (Save 
the Children, 2001), and that children with disabilities, 
particularly females, are subject to socio-cultural 
prejudices that impair access to educational opportunities 
and quality (Riyada, 2011). Research also indicates that 
the escalation in occupation violence, since 2000, has led 
to more restrictions on movement outside the home as 
a result of the absence or implied absence of safe and 
appropriate public spaces, which increases the isolation 
of females (Save the Children, 2011). These trends are 
particularly important with regard to the design and 
operation of learning environments and programs, 
as well as for the type of teacher training required to 
achieve progress in the Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education commitment to an inclusive quality education.

The following are some of the main challenges in this 
regard:

·	 The absence of a gender perspective to inform 
policy-making and clarify goals and indicators related 
to education quality under national education plans 
and documents of the international program.

·	 Scarcity of information on the roles of teachers, 
counselors, administrative staff, and other players 
in enhancing/defying gender and other forms of 
discrimination.

·	 Lack of gender-responsive teacher training and 
professional standards for teachers.

·	 The absence of sufficient information on the 
different learning experiences and outcomes 
for females in single-sex classrooms versus co-
ed classrooms.38

·	 The lack of an open gender-based criticism of 
the educational system and the corresponding 
need for a gender-based approach to introduce 
improvements in governance, administration, 

38 This is of particular importance as construction targets in the West Bank 
are currently set at 70% co-ed or girls’ schools (Nicolai, 2007). On the other 
hand, authorities in Gaza have announced that they will not allow co-education 
after the 9th grade, and that girls’ schools must have female teachers only (See 
Education Law no. 1, 2013). According to the MoEHE, active learners’ partici-
pation in learning and education processes is low at all schools, but is lower in 
co-ed classrooms (8.7%) compared to 13% for girls’ classrooms and 16.1% for 
boys’ classrooms in 2011 (MoEHE Monitoring and Evaluation System, 2012). 
But no data is available on differences between males and females in co-ed 
classrooms.
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and application of the educational system 
within ministerial plans for example with 
regard to recruitment, promotion, training, and 
capacity-building (addressing the sticky floor 
and glass ceiling phenomena).

·	 The lack of female leadership models in senior 
education and management positions and other 
leading positions at schools and universities 
(important to defy gender stereotypes and 
perceptions regarding study and career choices 
of males and females, as well as to defy male-
dominated institutional cultures).

Access to and experiences of extra-curricular 
activities, informal education and support services
The Ministry of Education and Higher Education gave priority 
to school health, educational counseling and career guidance 
and made   important gains in introducing these services, which 
pratically  did not exist before 1994. But a large number of schools 
and students (males and females) still have no access to these 
services and resources. In addition, there is little information 
regarding  the implementation and impact of counseling 
programs, particularly concerning gender differences related to 
extra-curricular, remedial and informal activities, both in terms 
of the number and types of opportunities available and the 
participation rates or results. There is also little documentation 
about disparities across school types and geographical areas.39

A better understanding of gender-based differences may 
be of p articular importance in this context due to the 
variety of literatures emphasizing the importance of such 
activities and services in facing gender discrimination 
against females (and other disadvantaged groups) in 
schools, classrooms, and the society in general. Educational 
programs integrating females in sport and physical 
activity show, for example, that when female sports 
programs are carefully designed, they become effective 
tools for breaking down gender stereotypes which limit 
females’ aspirations and achievements.40 Also, limited 
information is available regarding female access to and 
participation in sport and physical education, whether in 
the formal or informal education system. The importance 
of these activities is likely to be enhanced in the context 
of the continuous occupation violence and movement 

39 A study conducted by MIFTAH indicated that while female students are 
more likely to think that they have opportunities to participate in local ex-
tra-curricular activities, they feel that their opportunities to participate in in-
ternational conferences and workshops outside their communities are smaller. 
Similarly, female students feel they are less likely to receive equal opportunities 
for obtaining educational assistance and scholarships compared to their male 
peers to be able to submit complaints, and to report to play areas and sports 
rooms (Abdul Karim, 2010). Though the scope of the study was limited and 
results were not always clear, the study indicated important issues that need 
further investigation.
Concerning differences across student groups and geographical areas, a study 
conducted in 2010 stated that “with more children facing psychological trau-
ma, the limited services for students with special needs has also become more 
evident. The inequity in resource allocation between the West Bank and the 
Gaza Strip has also become acute.” (World Bank, 2010, 90).
40 Sports and play are associated with healthy child development and with 
building self-efficacy and a set of life skills. The therapeutic effects of physical 
activity and sport post-trauma have also been documented. (Brady, 2011).

restrictions imposed by Israel which, when added to 
traditional social norms, leave females in isolation. One 
study indicates that in all areas, girl participants said 
that they spend more time at home. Palestinian girls’ 
experience is restricted by family pressure and the lack of 
facilities for them, particularly outside cities. If anything, 
girls are facing even more restrictions and more time at 
home, and this is compounded by the sadness of conflict 
and impoverishment. Many child participants felt that 
girls face bigger problems than boys because of their 
increased isolation. (Save the Children, 2001).

6. learning ambitions and outcomes – From 
equality to justice
In terms of academic performance, data from standardized 
tests show that girls stand on an equal footing with or do 
better than boys. But, successful academic performance 
results are not necessarily an indicator of the relevance of 
education or associated with more choices or life chances 
as reflected by the trends of vertical and horizontal 
segregation as girls progress through the educational 
system and attempt to enter the workforce.

Investing in education and expected outcomes
In the West Bank and Gaza Strip, education has acquired 
special importance in the climate of the long-standing 
economic and political crisis. Families’ investment 
in education is a main indicator of changing social 
expectations regarding females’ education. It is also an 
important factor in academic performance. Data show a 
range of mixed and variable patterns that indicate a need 
for more research.41

It is obvious that educational expectations and results 
differ for males and females. At the same time and to 
some extent, they are shaped by the prevailing social 
roles of young men and women.

Education has become an insurance policy for Palestinians, 
and not simply a means to gain employment. For girls 

41 On the other hand, a recent study by the UN concluded that “households in 
Gaza still prioritize the higher education of sons over daughters, a bias that was 
expressed most strongly among households in agricultural communities. Thus 
young women can only overcome this bias in favour of their male siblings by 
excelling at their studies, both proving their worthiness for higher education, 
as well as making it more likely that they can access funding through scholar-
ships.” (Hammami & Siam, 2012, 46). Similarly, on the primary education level, 
in private schools, the distribution of students by gender tipped heavily in fa-
vour of male students (59%) over females (41%) (MoEHE statistics in UNICEF, 
2011, The Situation of Palestinian Children, p.17), indicating a clear bias toward 
investing in the education of boys due to the huge difference in the expenses 
of private schools, where expected academic achievement and learning out-
comes are much higher. Similarly, a World Bank study (2006) indicated that 
households’ spending on students varies greatly, which is believed to have a 
significant impact on students’ achievement. But the study does not provide 
a gender-based analysis of the differences in spending. Meanwhile, recent na-
tional statistical data and qualitative research reveal that families place a pre-
mium on education, especially girls’ education (World Bank, 2010). The same 
study stated that women are under pressure to join “socially” acceptable jobs 
and since socially acceptable jobs have become so difficult to find, single wom-
en pursue higher education as one way to secure greater access to socially ac-
cepted jobs, which is why many of the families interviewed in the focus groups 
expressed a preference for their male rather than female children to drop out 
of schools and universities” (World Bank, 2010, p28).
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in particular, higher education can bring about better 
marriage prospects, enable them to supplement family 
income, and serve as an insurance policy against future 
vulnerability in case of the loss of a male breadwinner. For 
boys, education is a key to emigrating in search of more 
gainful employment opportunities abroad. In practice, 
educated young men and women, but particularly young 
women, have had a hard time finding work (World Bank, 
2010, p16).42

The relevance of education and returns to 
education
While the data suggest that years of education and delayed 
marriage follow general patterns of positive correlation in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, a study on the economic 
returns to girls’ education reveals a more complicated 
picture. Contrary to expected patterns, with one of the 
lowest rates of female participation in the labor force in 
the world, the gender gap in participation in the labor 
force (in the West Bank and Gaza Strip) greatly contradicts 
with the high rates of gender participation in education. 
Women’s participation in the formal economy is sharply 
fragmented and restricted to a narrow range of fields in 
the services sector and in agriculture. The services sector 
employs women with higher education, while the other 
employs women with low or no education. (See also, 
the Economic Participation section in this report). In this 
context, in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the correlation 
between education and female participation is U-shaped: 
the odds of participation are highest for those with a 
bachelor or master’s degree, lowest for women with 10-
12 years of schooling and relatively high for women with 
no education (World Bank, 2010).43

Yet, educated women continue to encounter difficulties 
compared to men: “women with post-secondary 
education make up the largest part of the female 
unemployed, in contrast to their male counterparts, who 
are the least likely group of men to be unemployed.” 
(World Bank, 2012, p71). In addition, employers continue 
to prefer hiring male graduates compared to female 
graduates. Educated women continue to join the labor 
market at rates lower than men, with lower pay and 
lack of protection. Females’ unemployment duration is 
four times that of males. (According to ILO as indicated 
in the World Bank study 2010, p 30). While one third of 
vocational and technical training and education male 
graduates find work in the year following their graduation, 
only 6 per cent of female graduates find work in the same 
period (ILO).

It also seems that education also affects how women 
perceive work. Women with high education feel 
empowered by their work. The World Bank study (2010) 
indicated that “educated women in the formal labor 
42 Hammami and Siam (2012) confirm the same trends in a recent study fo-
cusing on Gaza.
43 The likelihood of a woman with a postgraduate degree to join the labor 
market has increased from 18 to 37 times that of a woman with a high school 
education (World Bank, 2010).

market, such as teachers, perceive themselves as having 
decent work that earns them respect both at home and 
in the community. They move more easily between work 
space and home space.” (World Bank, 2010, p. 68). The 
same survey showed that the key factors protecting 
women from physical harm appear to be: (i) secondary 
or higher level of education, (ii) gainful employment, and 
(iii) old age. (World Bank, 2010, p. 68). For the most part, 
women with limited skills who work in the informal sector 
for low wages and continue to assume responsibilities for 
household reproduction see little significance in their 
work, and prefer to stay at home (World Bank, 2010). 
There are some “social returns” to education which may 
be important but not yet explored in literature. There is a 
need for more research to reach a better understanding of 
the correlations between women’s feeling of power and 
empowerment and increased life chances and education 
levels. It is also important to understand the effect of the 
combination of formal and hidden curricula and extra-
curricular activities on such patterns.

Educational visions and gender mainstreaming
Key players in the education sector are strongly committed 
to providing high-quality education for all children and 
to addressing gender gaps in obtaining education at 
all levels – as reflected in the Ministry of Education 
and Higher Education strategic plans. The Ministry of 
Education and Higher Education and the Palestinian 
Authority have generally expressed commitment to 
gender mainstreaming. But all the plans and programs 
of the Ministry have remained neutral with respect to 
gender, instead of launching gender mainstreaming 
initiatives. This has maintained the existing gender-based 
differences at worst, and led to partial and gradual results 
at best.

The Ministry’s five-year plan (1998-2003) was criticized 
for not incorporating gender as an analytical category or 
cross-cutting issue that affects the whole plan, leading to 
structural failure of gender mainstreaming (as indicated 
by an upcoming IWS study entitled “Gender Overview”). 
So, while a gender-based vision of a society based on 
social justice is adopted (MoE, 2011), the situation 
analysis of the current strategic plan (Palestinian 
National Authority, 2011) is quite limited to the issue of 
accessibility with a focus on achieving number equality. 
Policies, interventions, and the expected outcomes 
and indicators in the strategy brief lack a clear gender-
based analysis. The Cross-Sectoral National Gender 
Strategy includes: enhancing gender equality and justice 
for the years 2011-2013, and improving “educational 
services in the oPt in terms of quantity and quality from 
a gender perspective.” But all three indicators focus 
on access to education rather than on the quality and 
relevance of education. The educational goals set forth 
in the Palestinian National Development Plan 2011-2013 
incorporate various baseline indicators of quality with the 
exception of the Trends in International Mathematics and 
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Science Study scores. They do not address gender/sex 
differences. The plan generally lacks an effective gender 
approach.44 The Ministry’s monitoring and evaluation 
system has monitored a number of quality indicators 
by gender since 2009. Such data may provide an insight 
into gender-based education experiences with time. But, 
annual reports do not provide gender analysis of such 
data, nor do they provide any indicators disaggregated by 
gender or gender analysis of data collection methods or 
report main performance indicators for management and 
vulnerable communities.

2.3. Strategic 
opportunities and policy 
priorities
Despite the tremendous challenges, the education sector 
is not without opportunities. Success in achieving high 
levels of access to education provides an important 
foundation for addressing the barriers and horizontal 
and vertical obstacles still facing certain women and girls 
groups. Also, there is a widespread consensus (among 
policy makers, educators, civil society groups, and students 
and their families) on the need to focus on quality and 
inclusive education. At the policy level, a strong network of 
donors is working closely with the MoE through the sector 
working group.45 UN agencies partner with the Ministry 
in setting priorities for improving education quality and 
relevance, with a commitment to enhancing safe, child-
friendly and inclusive educational programs and learning 
environments that respond to the diversity of children’s 
learning needs and abilities.46 Practically, the education 
sector has witnessed rich and varied interventions that 
enhance and encourage quality education, including 
governmental and non-governmental initiatives. This 
sector currently has relatively effective partnerships 
across the public sector and non-governmental players 
with international support.

Recommendations

1. Educational vision(s) – Advocating for education 
for liberation and social justice
Obstacles to developing education – whether in 
terms of access to education or quality education – 
remain the result of the Israeli occupation and foreign 

44 The National Plan 2011-2013 makes only one reference to gender consider-
ations in more than 5 pages of tables summarizing policies and interventions. 
They were not mentioned at all in the 29 expected results. A close look at the 
Strategic Plan for the Development of Education gives similar results. Although 
beyond the scope of this research, examining the documents of international 
agencies active in the field of Palestinian education reveals similar trends.
45 Interview with Basri Saleh, April 17th, 2013.
46 See UNDAF.

political decisions.47 So, overcoming such obstacles 
and achieving tangible gains are, in general, subject 
to political developments and decisions. As such, the 
cornerstone for achieving all development rights of the 
Palestinian children is the effective advocacy for ending 
the occupation and its tightened grip on all aspects of 
Palestinian life and development horizons. The PLO and 
the Palestinian Authority and its ministries, including 
the Ministry of Planning and Development, Ministry 
of Education and Higher Education, and the Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs, must partner with donors and the 
international community to advocate for an end to the 
Israeli occupation.

·	 Building on the rich Palestinian history of engaging 
in education for liberation and social justice48 with a 
view to enhancing a national vision for education that 
encourages gender equality and social justice in its 
broadest sense.

·	 Resisting pressures for reducing public education 
subsidies and privatization trends that undermine the 
principles of educational systems on a global scale.

·	 Defying the narrow visions oriented toward 
commercializing education, promoting an alternative 
vision of education as a process that explores people’s 
potential to change imbalanced power relations, and 
supporting the exploration of various initiatives in 
the formal and informal sectors for the purpose of 
protecting and expanding educational institutions 
as open places for dynamic exchanges, criticism, 
independent thinking, freedom of expression, 
and knowledge production for empowerment and 
liberation.

·	 Requesting international donors to show a strong 
commitment to gender equality as a priority at all 
education levels in relation to the quality of education 
and not just accessibility.

2. Efforts to enhance education quality and 
relevance require a more proactive approach 
to gender mainstreaming and inclusive and 
transformative education.
·	 Adopting a unified and more effective and proactive 

stance on gender mainstreaming in planning, 
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation, 
and enhancing the capacities of ministerial staff 
concerned with advancing gender equality policies, 
practices, and programs.

·	 Providing pre-service and in-service teacher training. 

47 For example: obtaining funds, movement issues, and the Israeli movement 
restrictions which affect access to education and education quality, as well as 
economic conditions which significantly affect education provision and de-
mand, access to education, and education quality.
48 UNICEF report. For example, this report indicates that “Education and its 
purpose can be defined, not only by those in authority, but also by those who 
participate in schooling. Historically, education used by occupiers of the oPt as 
a political tool; but at the same time, Palestinians seized educational opportu-
nities as a means to advance themselves.” (Nicolai, 2007).
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Principals and administrative staff must adopt gender-
sensitive and responsive educational approaches and 
incorporate specific course modules to ensure gender 
equality and inclusive education.

·	 Integrating gender equality in the professional 
standards for teachers and other educational staff 
and holding them responsible for achieving justice in 
terms of competencies, practices, and outcomes.

·	 Establishing codes of conduct for the school, 
classroom, and students that enhance gender 
equality.

·	 Promoting initiatives for involving families and 
communities more effectively in supporting girls’ 
education and defying gender-based restrictions 
concerning socially accepted fields of study and work 
for both males and females.

·	 Adopting positive and relevant initiatives to increase 
male/female participation in “non-traditional” fields, 
and addressing the different learning experiences 
and gender-based results at all education levels.

·	 Paying more attention to gender sensitive dynamics 
and their impacts on learning in educational settings 
inside and outside the classroom.

·	 Ensuring a curriculum review and reform efforts 
based on adopted gender reviews, and setting 
priorities for making gender-sensitive and responsive 
modifications.

·	 Exploring and promoting different tools for measuring 
students’ learning performance; thus allowing 
diversity in learning/learners’ activities and reflecting 
a wide range of learning goals and outcomes.

·	 Ensuring the implementation of pilot national 
programs, such as the gender-responsive child 
friendly school project, in planning, implementaition, 
monitoring, and evaluation.

·	 Exploring the possibility of using sport and physical 
activity to change prevailing gender stereotypes 
by implementing documented and well-designed 
programs while giving attention to female sports in 
schools and informal educational settings.

3. Ensuring policies, plans and programs 
that effectively address certain situations 
and requirements of girls and women in the 
marginalized and more vulnerable groups in terms 
of education quality and access to education.
·	 Efforts concerning access to education must give 

priority to Jerusalem, Area C, and access restricted 
areas in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Clear gender-
responsive frameworks must be adopted to focus 
on the impact of the lack or absence of authorities, 
facilities, security, and easy passage to school on 
girls/ young women.

·	 Gender mainstreaming policies and programs must 
focus on systemic change and not just on individual 
change.49 Effective incentives and/or positive policies 
must be developed to integrate female students, 
teachers, administrative staff and principals with 
disabilities in the public education system. Also, 
legislation on children with disabilities’ access to 
education must be reviewed from a gender-based 
perspective.

·	 Acknowledging the crucial role of alternative and 
informal education, particularly in supporting the 
education of children with different educational 
needs and abilities, as well as developing carefully 
designed programs that adopt alternative learning 
spaces, approaches, and measuring units that are 
gender-responsive and more inclusive of the diversity 
of learners.

4. Ensuring that all policies and programs support 
an inclusive approach to child education and 
welfare.
Children are raised and grow up in families and 
communities. They do not develop and learn only at school. 
A child’s ability to learn is generally associated with his/her 
well-being. Also, physical and mental health and sound 
social relations in a safe environment are preconditions 
for effective learning. Successful effective learning requires 
a unified and comprehensive set of opportunities and 
services for children, starting at early childhood and 
extending to maturity inside and outside the school.

·	 Enhancing relations between counselors, teachers, 
and protection staff (Ministry of Social Affairs) and 
parents to address gender equality and justice issues 
in classrooms, schools, and the society in general; 
and ensuring that service providers across different 
sectors receive training and support in the planning, 
implementation, follow-up, and assessment of 
services provided to children and young people.

·	 Giving priority to gender-responsive programs to 
address school violence.

·	 Developing and implementing effective policies on 
sexual harassment for all members of the educational 
system (students, teachers, administrative staff, and 
principals).

5. Education management and systems – giving 
more attention to how systems and procedures 
reinforce gender biases and discriminatory 
practices
·	 Reviewing and modifying education policies and 

practices from a gender-based perspective to ensure 
creating supportive and empowering situations 
for teachers, administrative staff, and principals 
by addressing existing gender gaps in the form of 

49 Nicolai, 2007.
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compensation packages, professional development, 
employment and promotion opportunities, and 
sexual harassment.

6. Research and documentation – bridging 
knowledge gaps
·	 The goals of the Ministry of Education and Higher 

Education (access to education and improving 
education quality) must involve gender statistics; 
including gender-disaggregated data on children with 
disabilities and learning difficulties.

·	 Bridging the gap through qualitative and quantitative 
research on steps taken to improve education quality, 
in particular, providing a clear analysis from a gender 
perspective, improving qualitative and quantitative 
data on female participation and experiences in all 
education levels by type of school/education place, 
and devising gender-responsive programs.

 Targeted interventions at specific levels
·	 Emphasizing gender-sensitive/responsive environments, 

approaches, and learning/educational resources in early 
childhood programs.

·	 Expanding and enhancing science/IT disciplines in 
the secondary stage; making them easier for young 
women; working with teachers, counselors, and 
parents to overcome gender restrictions imposed on 
specializations and fields of study; and encouraging 
girls and boys to pursue their studies in a wider scope 
of disciplines.

·	 Continuing to challenge horizontal segregation in 
post-secondary education, with a focus on a wider 
range of scientific degrees that provide young people 
better economic opportunities.

·	 Putting special emphasis on developing more 
gender-responsive programs and policies in technical 
and vocational education and training; improving 
geographic female access to this type of education 
and training, and developing a clear strategy for 
integrating gender in technical and vocational 
education and training curricula, with a special 
emphasis on increasing curricular diversity to suit 
students with different academic backgrounds, 
especially non-traditional specializations that provide 
job opportunities, as well as enhancing female 
participation in technical and vocational education 
and training and in a wider range of work roles through 
culturally-sensitive public awareness campaigns.50

·	 Ensuring that adult education programs are gender-
responsive.

50 Recommendations submitted to the ILO, undated, by special means.
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3
SoCIAl SERvICES:

FRoM CHARITy To PRoTECTIoN
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3.1. Introduction
This report adopts the concept of social protection 
according to the definition endorsed by the Ministry of 
Social Affairs in the Social Protection Sector Strategy 2011. 
The Strategy provides a definition covering the philosophy 
and activities of social protection and the institutions 
operating in this sector and their function. The Strategy 
describes this definition as “human rights-oriented, 
emancipatory, and transformative”, that entrusts the 
Palestinian Authority with the duty of “providing social 
protection for its citizens under a social contract in the 
making” based on the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (1948) which states that “Everyone has the right 
to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-
being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, 
housing and medical care and necessary social services, 
and the right to security in the event of unemployment, 
sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of 
livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.”

This definition is consistent with the ESCWA and ILO 
definition of social protection, namely interventions and 
activities carried out by a society to protect its members 
from hazards and exposure, sustain their stability, and 
enhance their ability to manage the dangers they may 
face in a way that promotes social integration (ESCWA, 
2003).

The Ministry of Social Affairs has set the following social 
protection measures (Ministry of Social Affairs, 2011):

1. Cash and in kind contributions, and programs 
and services to households and individuals 
under the poverty line.

2. Projects and programs targeting vulnerable 
and marginalized categories: the disabled, the 
elderly, children, and women in distress.

3. Social security programs, including benefits 
of retirement, unemployment, work-related 
injuries, workers’ compensation, maternity, and 
death of the family supporter. They also include 
health insurance benefits and basic healthcare 
services for everyone. For that purpose, social 
security funds are established and funded by 
the government, the private sector, and citizens.

4. Empowerment (incentive) programs: to create 
appropriate human capital to access the ever-
changing labor market. They include training 
programs, small enterprises, grants, easy loans, 
and employment programs.

The Ministry of Social Affairs regards social protection as 
a part of a “constructive development process, whose 
philosophy and goals depend on available budgets. “It is 
associated with policies in the fields of education, health, 
and women and children protection and empowerment.” 
The Ministry emphasizes that such social protection 
levels are “interconnected and integrated.” Each is 

necessary in its own right, so they all benefit from the 
existence of a consistent legislative framework that 
abides by the conceptual framework based on codifying 
protection in the context of the rights and duties of the 
state and citizens, and the implementation of programs 
that ensure access of the poor and the needy to care and 
rights (Ministry of Social Affairs, 2011). This reflects the 
Ministry’s aspirations and provides a compass that guides 
the development of its programs.

This section focuses on institutionalized social protection 
measures, i.e. those provided by governmental and non-
governmental institutions and international organizations. 
Non-institutionalized forms of social protection are not 
addressed. These include the actions taken at the level of 
the household and the local community, which continue to 
play an important role in the Palestinian social protection 
system in its broad sense. But no data or studies are 
available to allow monitoring the weight and effectiveness 
of a non-institutionalized social protection system, its 
impact on Palestinian women, and its interaction with the 
institutionalized protection system. Although it is obvious 
that women carry the main responsibility of caring for 
the elderly, children, people with disabilities, and the 
ill – which may reinforce their traditional role (at home) 
and enhance their marginalization – we need a study 
that distinguishes between the non-institutionalized 
social protection system and the institutionalized system, 
their impact on the status and roles of women, and the 
possibilities and opportunities for building models of 
interaction between the two levels of social protection, 
thus contributing to the promotion of fairness and justice 
for Palestinian women.51

The assessment of the reality of social protection in 
the oPt is based on the Palestinian Basic Law and the 
Declaration of Independence, which reiterate the 
basic citizenship rights, and the standards contained in 
relevant international conventions and declarations. In 
this context, the signing of CEDAW by the Palestinian 
President is a clear sign of the Palestinian Authority’s 
commitment to gender equality. The institutions working 
in the field of women’s empowerment in the 1967 oPt 
have formulated the Palestinian Women’s Bill of Rights 
in partnership between governmental and civil society 
institutions (the General Union of Palestinian Women 
and the MoWA, 2008).

There are various actors in the social protection sector, 
including a large number of ministries and government, 
civil, international, and foreign organizations. Also, there 

51 Some studies provide data on some aspects of non-institutionalized protec-
tion, particularly regarding the benefit exchange network at the kinship group 
and local community levels (Hilal and Al-Malki, 1996); or the mechanisms of 
Palestinian family adaptation during the second intifada, and women’s role in 
this process (Abu-Nahla, 2008). Both studies raise the issue of the ability of this 
system to continue to play its role, and its apparent effect on the reinforce-
ment of the traditional patriarchal system. Perhaps we need more studies that 
examine the effectiveness of the non-institutionalized protection system and 
its role in empowering women, and the chances of changing her traditional 
roles towards more participation in different aspects of public life. Also, some 
studies indicate the erosion of the family, kinship groups, and local community 
roles in this regard (UK Aid, 2012).
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are multiple sources of support for this sector, and 
multiple areas in which they operate including preventive 
measures, such as social insurance; relief work, such 
as direct cash and in-kind assistance; empowerment 
measures, such as loans and employment opportunities; 
and care services, such as care services for vulnerable 
groups (the elderly, people with special needs, and 
women and children in distress). The roles of these 
institutions vary in terms of their visions, mechanisms of 
action, targeted sectors, and the size and type of support 
they provide.52

The social protection approach in the oPt is both a means 
and an end. Providing effective protection for Palestinian 
men and women is directly linked to citizens’ welfare and 
survival and enhancing their resistance of the occupation. 
It is also associated with “building a dynamic and coherent 
society free from poverty and vulnerability through 
increasing fairness and security” (Muwatin, 2010). In this 
context, the focus is on the principles of fairness and social 
justice, and empowerment in approaching Palestinian 
women’s situation in this system: specifically how social 
care services respond to the needs of beneficiary groups 
(considering special needs based on several variables, 
most importantly gender, and contributing to changing 
women’s roles at the household and society levels).

3.2. Issues and Indicators
This section addresses the situation of social protection in 
the oPt in terms of the social groups in need of protection 
and from a gender perspective. An intensive analysis of the 
institutional and legislative structures will be conducted 
in addition to analyzing the situation of women in each 
group, the adequacy of services and identifying gaps.

3.2.1 Deficient and contradictory legal 
environment
The legal framework regulating social protection in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip consists of a set of laws, 
legislation, regulations and strategies that are related 
to achieving this concept. Social protection issues are 
distributed across a number of laws, including the general 
retirement, child, public health, senior citizens, rights of 
people with disabilities and battered women’s protection 
centers laws to include most of the social groups covered 
by protection. The legal framework is characterized by 

52 The list of major institutions working in this field includes ministries and 
government agencies. The Ministry of Social Affairs plays the main role in 
terms of: planning, follow-up, monitoring, and service providing. In addition 
we have the Families of Martyrs and Injured Citizens Foundation, and the Min-
istry of Detainees’ Affairs. Social protection services are provided by a number 
of other ministries (in addition to the above-mentioned ministries), such as 
the Ministries of Health, Education, Labor and Endowments; civil institutions 
(more than one thousand charities and foundations); and Zakat committees 
(11 in the West Bank and 5 in the Gaza Strip); Palestinian private sector; inter-
national organizations including UNRWA, WFP, FAO, EU, the World Bank, UNDP, 
UNICEF, UNFPA, UN Women, and various international development agencies, 
and foreign NGOs. For more details, see: Ministry of Social Affairs, 2011, Social 
Protection Sector Strategy.

a shortage of legislation, particularly the absence of 
a social security law, and legislation that date back to 
various eras, some of which are outdated. In this regard, 
we can find some laws that date back to the time of the 
Jordanian rule that were used in the West Bank (the civil 
service retirement law known as the 2 per cent law, laws 
on juveniles and the penal code). In addition there are 
some laws from the time of the British Mandate which 
were applied in the Gaza Strip (retirement and insurance 
law, penal code and juveniles law).

In this context, the ILO Secretary General believes that the 
absence of social security laws has led to discrimination, 
especially against women and workers with family 
responsibilities. Based on studies it conducted or funded, 
ILO recommends devising a social security law that 
guarantees the provision of medical care and financial aid 
for workers and expands the scope of social protection to 
include maternity protection and some useful measures 
helping workers who have family responsibilities, and to 
include all female employees in different sectors (ILO, 
2012). The importance of this diagnosis stems from the 
fact that ILO is a main partner of the National Authority 
in this field.

As for laws issued following the establishment of the 
Palestinian Authority which include forms of social 
protection, they are: the civil service law, the labor law, 
the law on the rights of people with disabilities, the public 
health law, the general retirement law, battered women’s 
protection centers law and the child law.

It goes without saying that the laws preceding the 
establishment of the Palestinian National Authority 
are not based on the Palestinian Basic Law which is the 
legal reference for all laws. So not only are these laws 
obsolete, they are also conflicting with the Basic Law that 
guarantees gender equality. In this regard, legislation 
governing violence against women and children come to 
the forefront, particularly the penal code and personal 
status law. Some presidential decrees or cabinet orders 
have contributed to limiting laws that are biased against 
women, for example suspending provisions that mitigate 
punishments for “honor killings”. The referral system 
– Takamol – is expected to contribute to improving 
the work of various Palestinian institutions in the field 
of combating gender-based violence against women. 
The new referral system takes into consideration the 
experience of the concerned institutions and integration 
between civil society institutions and the relevant 
ministers, particularly the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and police according to protocols identifying referral 
mechanisms for abused women or women who live in 
dangerous environments, as well as a services package. 
This indicates a state of legal contradiction in dealing with 
this issue. For instance, we have obsolete laws hostile 
to women on the one hand and modern systems that 
take into account women’s needs and protection on the 
other. This confuses law enforcement agencies such as 
the police and the judiciary when dealing with women’s 
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issues. This also gives rise to the need to harmonize laws 
with the Palestinian Basic Law and relevant conventions, 
particularly CEDAW.

On the other hand, some of the laws and relevant 
strategies issued after the establishment of the Palestinian 
National Authority are neutral in terms of gender, such as 
the law on the rights of people with disabilities, the child 
law, the strategy for the elderly and children’s strategy. 
Their neutral wording leads us to believe that they are 
based on the principle of equality, in terms of dealing 
with the individuals targeted by this legislation regardless 
of gender. However, they may cover discrimination 
against women. So, it is useful to examine the effect of 
this neutral language in practice, in terms of its ability to 
address the specific needs of women associated with their 
biological composition, or the socio-cultural conditions 
which constitute an obstacle to women’s access to their 
rights. This sometimes requires the introduction of the 
principle of affirmative action to achieve the principle of 
fairness; so the specific needs of women are highlighted, 
at least, at the level of the executive regulations of laws 
and implementation plans of strategies. The impact of that 
on women’s situation must be examined.

Other laws and regulations highlight the special needs of 
women, such as the labor law, which dedicates special 
articles to women’s employment, and the cabinet decision 
on the regulation of women’s work at night. Also, some 
systems are specifically designed to deal with women’s 
issues such as the referral system Takamol. But the 
existence of a legal text does not mean the effectiveness 
of its application. The labor law sets out the rights and 
duties of workers, as well as controls for public safety and 
work in hazardous professions. There is a special section 
addressing the employment of women, and entrusts 
the government with monitoring the implementation 
of the law through the Department of Labor Inspection. 
Enforcing public safety requirements, monitoring 
juvenile labor, including girls, combating child labor, and 
ensuring compliance with women’s rights are some of 
the responsibilities of this Department. The Ministry of 
Labor reports indicate a deficiency in this area, especially 
in the field of labor inspection. This is due to the lack of 
human resources and necessary equipment, according 
to the Ministry (Palestinian Ministry of Labor – Labor 
Inspection Department, 2013). This brings us to the need 
for reviewing the laws related to the interaction between 
the two levels: sensitivity to gender issues (addressing 
the specific needs of women), and the institutional 
structure through which the law is being interpreted and 
implemented, all the way to monitoring its impact on the 
protection of women .

Some categories lack appropriate legislations. One 
example is the absence of a social security law to date; with 
insurance being limited to the amended general retirement 
law which now covers all public and private sector workers 
after being amended by a presidential decree in 2007. But 
implementation is still limited to government employees, 

and employees in some municipalities and universities.

At the end of 2012, the minimum wage system was 
endorsed. The implementation of this system is expected 
to benefit women in particular, especially those working 
in the public sector (in kindergartens, secretarial work, 
and sewing workshops), and those who are paid less than 
the minimum wage. Currently a social security law is being 
prepared by a ministerial committee headed by the Prime 
Minister. The Ministry of Social Affairs and its partners in 
the Social Policy Advisory Council in Palestine, in which 
all segments of the Palestinian society participate, are 
preparing a social security law. The proposed law is based 
on the Muwatin Study (2010) “Toward a Social Law for 
Palestine”. The project uses a gender-neutral language. 
The proposed wording is based on gender equality in 
terms of benefiting from insurance proposed by the 
law, including stipulations of earning pension (same age 
and benefits for men and women, including inheritors 
benefiting from the pension of a deceased woman). In 
addition, the law provides maternity insurance under the 
additional packages chapter.

A tradition has been established here of institutionalizing 
the rights and needs of marginalized groups in laws such 
as the law on the rights of the people with disabilities and 
the law of the rights of the elderly. This trend contributes 
to establishing an important ground in dealing with the 
needs of the different groups as rights protected by the 
law. As such, they constitute a cornerstone for these 
groups and institutions supporting them in the fight for 
materializing these rights.

In the same direction, an institutional structure that 
is based on partnership in leadership and follow-up 
is currently being established. Examples include the 
National Committee to Combat Violence against Women, 
the National Committee for the Elderly, and the sectoral 
advisory boards for the different development sectors. 
This tradition provides better chances for an effective 
partnership between the various stakeholders.

3.2.2. Groups targeted by social 
protection services53

This section addresses the groups targeted by social 
protection activities and existing protection services 
in the oPt, with the exception of some groups/services 
addressed in other sections, particularly health insurance 
and protection for women in distress.

Households and individuals under the poverty line: The 
road to fighting poverty

Poverty in the Palestinian community is a main challenge 
for policy makers due to its implications and impact 
on large segments of the Palestinian society. It is an 
important indicator of the effectiveness of existing social 
53 Some aspects of protection targeting certain groups were excluded as they 
were addressed in other sections of this study, particularly health insurance 
and protection for women in distress.
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protection. The high prevalence of poverty affects the 
nature and levels of required social protection; the poor 
have the priority in providing social protection services. 
Poverty in the oPt is associated with the occupation that 
characterizes the Palestinian reality. It is influenced by 
political and security factors, and other external factors 
such as international aid. This necessarily weakens the 
chances of using it as an indicator of public policies 
usefulness. The Palestinian society does not only suffer 
from poverty, it is also facing a systematic process of 
impoverishment and marginalization by the occupation 
in order to perpetuate the causes of poverty, weaken the 
Palestinian economic production base, and increase its 
dependence on the Israeli economy.

The poverty rate in the oPt was 25.8 per cent in 2011 
(17.8 per cent in the West Bank and 38.8 per cent in the 
Gaza Strip). 25.5 per cent of males live under the poverty 
line, compared to 26.2 per cent for females. It is worth 
noting that a poor individual is one who lives in a poor 
household (the household is the basic unit of analysis). 
The table below shows differences between the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip in poverty trends by gender of the 
head of household. Female-headed households in the 
Gaza Strip are less poor than male-headed households; 
whereas West Bank data shows an opposite trend. This 
special case (female-headed households being less poor 
than male-headed households) is partially attributed to 
the biased assumptions of institutions working in the field 
of providing social assistance to the poor. Such authorities 
believe that female-headed households are poorer than 
male-headed households. This means that priority is 
given to these households in providing assistance, thus 
raising their consumption levels, and reducing poverty 
among them. Social assistance plays an important role 
in reducing poverty rates in both areas, with a wider 

influence in the Gaza Strip. Official data indicate that 
the poverty rate among individuals decreased in Gaza 
from 49.9 per cent before receiving assistance to 38.8 
per cent after receiving assistance. On the other hand, 
the same rate decreased in the West Bank from 20.2 per 
cent to 17.8 per cent (PCBS, 2012, b). However, there is 
no data that allows for observing change in poverty rates 
in female-headed households compared to male-headed 
households as a result of receiving social assistance. 
Female-headed households comprised 43 per cent of the 
total households receiving assistance from the Ministry 
of Social Affairs by the end of 2011 (Miftah, 2012). The 
percentage of female-headed households in the oPt is 9.3 
per cent (PCBS, 2012, c). This indicates a larger impact 
of assistance on reducing poverty rates in female-headed 
households compared to male-headed households.

In the same context, PCBS surveys showed a decline in 
equity in living standards in 2011 compared to 2010. 
The data also show a decline in the consumption of the 
poorest 20 per cent of the population during the same 
period (from 10.6 per cent in 2010 to 10.2 per cent in 
2011) (PCBS, 2012, a). But the change in the gender gap 
cannot be monitored.

As for policy-making, it is useful to rely on poverty data 
by income as they allow for building policies that develop 
households’ resources; show the impact of coping 
mechanisms adopted by Palestinian households in the 
face of reduced or interrupted income, which poses a 
strategic burden for the household; or contribute to 
deepening the degree of exposure: selling properties or 
borrowing. Poverty rates by income show that about half 
of the Palestinian households are under the poverty line, 
and that female-headed households are poorer (53.4 
per cent) than male-headed households (47.2 per cent) 
(PCBS, 2012, a).

Poverty rates among individuals and households according to the monthly consumption patterns in the oPt by 
region and gender, 2009-2011

Gender / Gender of household 
head Individuals Households

West 
Bank Gaza Strip oPt West Bank Gaza Strip oPt

Males 17.4 38.6 25.5 17.5 39.4 25.9

Females 18.3 39.0 26.2 22.5 29.7 25.0

Source: PCBS, 2012. Standards of living in the Palestinian territories: expenditure, consumption, and poverty, 2011. Ramallah, Palestine.

In the same context, a large proportion of Palestinian 
households suffer from food insecurity (27 per cent in 
2011; 44 per cent in the Gaza Strip and 17 per cent in 
the West Bank) (MAS, 2012). This shows considerable 
improvement compared to 2009-2010. In 2010, 33 per 
cent of households suffered from food insecurity (52 
per cent in the Gaza Strip, and 22 per cent in the West 

Bank). The percentage was 36 per cent in 2009 (60 per 
cent in the Gaza Strip and 22 per cent in the West Bank) 
(Palestinian National Authority, 2012; MAS, 2012).

It can be said that the improvement in food security 
levels in 2009-2011 is attributed to cash and in kind aid 
provided through cash and in kind transfer programs 
implemented by the Palestinian National Authority, 
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whose beneficiaries have steadily increased; as well 
as through assistance programs implemented by 
international institutions, particularly in the Gaza Strip 
(Palestinian National Authority, 2012). Related studies 
show that despite the slight increase in food security 
levels in the Gaza Strip, the situation is still fragile. A 
conclusion reached by a recent study on food security in 
the Gaza Strip can be generalized to the oPt in general. 
The study emphasizes that two overlapping factors affect 
food security trends and the agriculture sector, namely 
the Israeli occupation and donors’ funding trends (MAS, 
2013).

Available data shows that the rates of the loss of food 
security are higher in female-headed households 
compared to male-headed households, with a 7 per 
cent difference nationwide. Female-headed households 
comprised 44 per cent of households suffering from food 
insecurity in the Gaza Strip, and 17 per cent in the West 
Bank (ECOSOC, 2013).

FAO (2012, a) emphasizes the importance of agricultural 
growth in reducing hunger and malnutrition; as a large 
proportion of the poor work in agriculture. Agricultural 
growth involving smallholders will be most effective in 
reducing extreme poverty when accompanied by social 
protection for the poor – particularly empowerment, 
enhancing capacities, and protecting and developing their 
resources (FAO 2012a, 39). Yet, programs in the oPt focus 
on providing relief aid (cash and food), while continuing 
to ignore the agricultural sector. For example, there are 
three committees (international committees working 
in partnership with local institutions) that work toward 
reducing food insecurity in the oPt. These are the Food 
Aid Committee, the Cash for Work Committee, and the 
Agriculture Committee. These three committees take up 
70 per cent of the requirements of the 2013 Consolidated 
Appeal Process (CAP)54 for international institutions. The 
Agriculture Committee’s share was 7 per cent of the CAP 
amount (MAS, 2013). Also, agriculture accounted for 1.6 
per cent of development aid in 2010 (FAO, 2012, b).

The absence of a national strategy to combat poverty

There is no integrated policy to combat poverty in the oPt 
yet. The programs and projects in place are closer to a 
poverty “alleviation” rather than “elimination” philosophy. 
There are many scattered and sometimes conflicting 
programs and projects but there are also many laws that 
were long studied and some of them are consistent with 
the latest relevant international standards. However, 
there is no effective social protection system in the oPt. 
Actions taken in this area tend to take the form of coping 
measures to the deep and prolonged crisis imposed by 
the Israeli occupation. Relevant studies refer to the waste 

54 The consolidated appeal of international organizations operating in the 
oPt, which determines the funding requirements for their projects. The Cash 
for Work Committee plans to provide assistance to 320,000 persons: 72% of 
them in Gaza Strip and 55% of them women. As for the Agriculture committee, 
it plans to provide assistance to around 22,000 households with agricultural 
properties; 30% of them are female-headed households (MAS, 2013).

of time, effort, and money as a result of the fragmentation 
of this sector, the multiplicity of governmental and non-
governmental organizations working in it, and the lack 
of coordination among them. As such, the trends in this 
sector are closer to improvisation and dependence on the 
availability of funding (Palestinian Ministry of Planning, 
2009; Hilal, 2007). Measures taken in the oPt are merely 
providing social assistance.

Programs targeted to the poor involve services provided 
by several parties. The most important are the Ministry 
of Social Affairs, UNRWA, and the Zakat committees. They 
involve different systems, most notably the cash assistance 
system, particularly the cash assistance programs in the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and UNRWA. There are various 
types of interventions executed by different parties, 
including cash and in kind assistance (particularly food 
items), and services (healthcare, education, housing 
modification, etc).

Social assistance is provided to a large number of families 
(the Ministry of Social Affairs provides regular assistance to 
around 100,000 families in the West Bank and Gaza Strip) 
through regular support programs. Different eligibility 
criteria are applied by the different parties providing 
assistance. Also, the assistance packages are different. 
Such assistance depends, to a large extent, on foreign 
funding from several parties, most importantly the EU 
and the Islamic Development Bank. The general nature of 
this assistance is based on the principle of charity, with a 
weak assistance scale that depends on the availability of 
funding. Targeting mechanisms are based on exclusion. 
Also, there are emergency support programs provided 
by various parties, depending on available funds. They 
provide a quick response to the catastrophic reality of the 
crisis in the oPt (Hilal, Al-Kafri, and Kuttab 2008; Al-Malki, 
Ladadwa, Sawalhah, and Elbarghouthi, 2012).

Based on the results of different studies that focused 
on the Ministry of Social Affairs programs, particularly 
the Palestinian Initiative for the Promotion of Global 
Dialogue and Democracy (Miftah, 2012), the study of UK 
Aid (UK Aid, 2012), and Hilal (2007), the following issues 
emerge as being influential in terms of justice and equity 
in providing such services, particularly with regard to 
gender.

Targeting: Poor households are targeted based on the 
poverty line (according to a certain equation). Flexibility 
was added to the targeting process in the West Bank 
by taking into consideration family needs based on 
field scrutiny and consulting safety nets in the local 
communities. The Ministry of Social Affairs in the West 
Bank, and its targeting mechanisms, are subject to 
continuous reviews aiming at improvement. Yet, the 
targeting mechanism remains exclusionary; i.e., focusing 
on excluding groups that do not deserve assistance 
according to the program criteria. This can be attributed 
to limited resources available, which puts decision makers 
in front of the challenge of deciding who deserves it most 
rather than who deserves it. Criteria exclude the poor 
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in favor of the poorer. In the Gaza Strip, the equation 
decides, without a chance for effective field scrutiny, 
because of the existing split between the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip.

Targeting mechanisms and criteria need repeated 
examination to determine their gender sensitivity. Criteria 
take into consideration giving more points to households 
with marginalized women, but treat the household as 
a targeted unit. Sometimes, individuals with special 
cases are targeted (with chronic diseases or disability). 
Although the Ministry of Social Affairs emphasizes in the 
social protection strategy and cash assistance strategy 
the principle of the right to receive assistance, practice is 
still far from realizing this right.

Assistance philosophy: is based on reducing the gap 
between the household situation and poverty line by 50 
per cent, i.e. reducing poverty. This weakens the chances 
of dealing with different family/family members’ needs. 
It does not consider variation of needs by location, age, 
education, health status, or sex. The Ministry of Social 
Affairs in the West Bank took important steps in this 
regard by adding flexibility to targeting mechanisms 
and responding to individuals’ needs in some cases, or 
responding to the special needs of families through 
emergency assistance. The Ministry of Social Affairs is 
currently reviewing the amount of aid, taking into account 
variation in family members’ needs.

The Ministry of Social Affairs developed a special 
program targeting the poor close to the poverty line, with 
different materials available to get them out of poverty. 
This new program is the Deprived Families Economic 
Empowerment Program. The first stage was completed, 
and the second stage has begun. The Ministry seeks to 
target 18,000 families in the second stage (Miftah, 2012). 
This program needs an evaluation from a gender-based 
perspective where the project’s relevance to women’s 
needs is examined, as well as its ability to respond to the 
variation in men and women’s needs and the impact of its 
projects on empowering men and women.

In light of the Palestinian Authority’s intention to develop 
a general strategy to combat poverty based on the 
multi-dimensional concept of poverty, it is important to 
reconsider the assistance programs targeting the poor so 
that they take into consideration the following aspects:

·	 Addressing the different family member’s 
needs.

·	 Addressing the different forms of 
marginalization and their causes, including 
designing interventions that target regions 
(village, district), households, and certain 
individuals (Bedouin communities, valleys, 
villages isolated by the Barrier,…).

·	 Households’ self-assessment of their needs.

This allows for increasing the effectiveness of aid, and 
responding to family members’ needs (men and women). 

It is important to emphasize that the current poverty 
database serves the new trend. Also, the Ministry of 
Social Affairs in the West Bank is closer to this approach in 
addressing poverty through the flexible targeting of poor 
households.

On the other hand, there are no guarantees that the 
new approach to poverty reduction would automatically 
respond to women’s needs. This requires perseverance 
and monitoring with a focus on ensuring that the 
targeting mechanism takes into consideration women’s 
needs (the diversity of poor communities by region 
and source of marginalization of women), and the 
impact of this assistance on empowering women. This 
requires analyzing the impact of these interventions 
on the household/individual level, without stopping at 
macroeconomic indicators. Of course, it is important to 
reduce poverty rates. But it is also important to examine 
places of reduction (regions, social groups), and whether 
this reduction benefited both men and women and made 
a change in their roles.

People with disabilities: neutral wording harms women

Although there is a law on the rights of people with 
disabilities, many of its articles are still suspended, due 
to the absence of bylaws. Now, one article is under focus. 
This article stipulates that institutions shall fill 5 per cent 
of their jobs with disabled employees, with application 
limited to new governmental jobs. The language of the 
law is neutral to gender issues. This has a negative impact 
on women during implementation, as is the case with 
women’s share in jobs, custom exemptions, etc.

The important intervention that would make a difference 
here is the disabled card. The Ministry conducted the first 
stage of the disabled card survey in cooperation with the 
PCBS. It is important here to search for a mechanism for 
determining needs that takes into consideration disabled 
women’s needs.

In this regard, the care strategy for people with disabilities 
is based on integrating these people into society and 
providing care for them in their social environments 
(family and local community). Here, women may bear 
the primary responsibility for their care in consolidation 
of the traditional role of women in the household that 
excludes them from participation in public life. So, it 
is important to study the impact of this strategy on 
women, their roles, and time available for them; and to 
complement this strategy with appropriate measures: 
day-time entertainment centers, local societies, etc.

As for the empowerment programs for this group (lending 
and training programs), the number of beneficiaries is 
limited. For example, out of 108 beneficiaries benefiting 
from the Ministry of Social Affairs fund for people with 
disabilities 28 are women. This requires reviewing three 
interconnected aspects in these projects: the systems that 
determine eligibility conditions and mechanisms; existing 
assumptions among service providers (preferences), 
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where priority is given to men as family supporters 
deserving empowerment; and the expectations of women 
candidates, as their expectations as to the relevance of 
the service to their needs influence their choice to claim 
their rights.

It is important here to emphasize the importance of 
making public institutions accessible to people with 
disabilities. In this regard, the right guaranteed by the law 
is still far from being achieved in reality. The rights of this 
group are still treated from a relief/charity perspective, 
as providing assistance to them is linked to their family 
income.

The elderly - Towards considering the special situation 
of elderly women

The elderly comprised 4.4 per cent of the total population 
in 2012, of them 55 per cent were women. This 
percentage is expected to increase. Also, elderly women 
are more vulnerable to poverty, marginalization, and 
disease compared to elderly men. In this context, a large 
proportion of women live alone (one-person family): 14.2 
per cent of elderly women compared to 2.4 per cent of 
elderly men in the West Bank in 2007. The same trend 
is observed in the Gaza Strip based on older statistics. 
More than one half of elderly women are widowed (52.2 
per cent) or never have been married (3.7 per cent), 
compared to 8.7 per cent and 1 per cent for elderly men, 
respectively (Khalifa, 2008). 70.7 per cent of the elderly 
in the oPt suffer from at least one chronic disease: 71.6 
per cent in the West Bank and 68.7 per cent in the Gaza 
Strip; 75.4 per cent for elderly women and 64.7 per cent 
for elderly men. Twenty-two per cent of the elderly live in 
poor households (PCBS, 2012, d).

Despite significant gender differences in this age group, 
translated into different needs, the elderly strategy uses 
a neutral language without taking into consideration the 
special needs of elderly women. It talks about the elderly 
in general. The strategy is based on providing care for the 
elderly in their own environments. This raises the previous 
questions related to providing care for the disabled. While 
this strategy is the best option for the elderly (integration 
instead of isolation) and the state (less costs), it may 
negatively impact women in households. So, what are the 
possible solutions in this regard? Qualifying social workers 
who work with the elderly is of crucial importance here. 
This includes taking into consideration gender differences 
in the needs of women and men on the one hand, and 
understanding the impact of intervention policies on the 
relations between men and women on the other. Certain 
social activities (focusing on homes that provide day care 
to the elderly, organizing visits for the elderly to elderly 
homes as well as field visits by social workers/volunteers 
to the elderly in their local communities and homes, etc.) 
play an important role in reducing the impact of providing 
care to the elderly in their local communities, including the 
expected negative impact on women. Perhaps it is useful 
here to draw upon the experience of the rehabilitation 

program that is based on understanding society in 
targeting the disabled in their local communities.

As for elderly care homes, most of them belong to civil 
societies. The Ministry buys services there. There is one 
home in Jericho that belongs to the Ministry. These 
homes accommodate the elderly whose families decide 
to put them there to avoid providing care for them, or 
who do not have a supporter. In most cases, staying at 
a home is not the decision of the elderly (Institute of 
Community and Public Health, Birzeit University, 2012). It 
would be useful to consider improving the work of these 
homes, to be based on developing elderly relationships 
with the local community, including benefiting from their 
experience and paying attention to women’s special 
needs.

A law on the rights of the elderly is pending approval. In 
the same context, a national committee for elderly affairs 
has been established.

Children

There is a national strategy for children, which used 
a neutral language. It talks about children in general 
without giving due consideration to gender differences. 
Child groups covered by protection measures are:

·	 Children in difficult circumstances. They are dealt 
with according to a referral system to social care 
institutions (orphanages and foster families). The 
referral system was devised to include determining 
cases requiring intervention by the society and the 
Ministry for protecting children.

·	 Orphans: cash and in kind assistance is provided to 
them. The Zakat fund sponsors about 20,000 orphans 
(Zakat Fund, 2012). Also, the Ministry of Social Affairs 
orphans’ sponsorship project sponsored 3,750 
orphans in 2013 according to the Ministry website. 
Here, there is no gender discrimination in targeting 
or aid value. Also, shelter services, mostly supervised 
by charity organizations, are provided. Orphanage 
services involve providing care up to a specific age 
(18 or completion of education). The mechanisms 
of action adopted by these shelters differ: some 
institutions provide care as part of families headed 
by volunteer mothers (such as SOS) while others 
provide care through supervisors. There are no 
studies regarding the effectiveness of orphanages’ 
programs in preparing orphans for life outside these 
homes and their impact on both genders; including 
reviewing the impact of measures taken by these 
institutions (and perhaps the government, too) to 
provide suitable opportunities for reintegrating them 
in the society (work, marriage, etc). Foundling cases 
are of peculiar importance here.

·	 Children from poor families who drop-out of school: 
vocational rehabilitation is provided to these children. 
The effectiveness of this program is limited, with 
few opportunities offered to girls. Focus is mostly 
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on traditional professions. The program needs to be 
reconsidered and upgraded to meet the needs of the 
labor market. Its ability to attract both girls and boys 
must be enhanced.

·	 Child labor: Although the law prohibits the 
employment of children under the age of 15, this 
phenomenon is widespread. It indicates weaknesses 
in follow-up agencies (particularly labor inspection 
staff in the Ministry of Labor), and the inefficiency 
of programs targeting these children by different 
institutions; particularly poor families support 
programs.

·	 Delinquent juveniles: the general trend is to 
reintegrate them in society, with no special treatment 
given to girls, whether at the level of litigation or 
serving their sentences. This requires providing 
special systems that consider the fragility of girls’ 
situation, and the impact of rehabilitation programs 
on providing appropriate options for reintegrating 
girls (and boys) later in the society.

Social security services: Fragile social protection in the 
absence of a Social Security law

There is no social security law in the oPt. What exists is a 
law on general retirement (see list of insurance systems 
in the oPt). This law theoretically covers workers in the 
public and private sectors. However, it still excludes most 
of the workers in the private sector. According to available 
data, less than a quarter of the Palestinian workforce 
benefits from retirement pension (public sector and 
employees of some municipalities and some universities), 
together with Jerusalemites. The Muwatin 2010 study 
estimates the scope of protected labor in the oPt to be 
16 per cent for males and 30 per cent for females. We 
have to be careful in dealing with these figures as the high 
percentage of protected labor among women, compared 
to men, conceals two facts: first, the poor participation 
of women in the workforce (women account for 18 per 
cent of the workforce) (PCBS, 2012, c); and second, the 
concentration of women in the service sectors (about 60 
per cent of working women) (PCBS, 2012, c, 47), mostly 
in the government sector, where women comprise about 
40 per cent of the civil government sector employees (45 
per cent in the West Bank and 30 per cent in the Gaza 
Strip) (PCBS, 2012 c , 57). Of course this is a protected 
sector, while the agriculture sector is not protected 
(22 per cent of working women). Meanwhile, a large 
proportion of workers remain uncovered by retirement 
services for the foreseeable future. Those workers are 
in the unorganized sector55, comprising more than one 
quarter of the Palestinian workforce56, or workers in 
55 A study conducted by Jamil Helil et al. (2008) indicated a change in estimates 
of the number of workers in the unprotected sector (i.e. those who lack entitle-
ments and social insurance) by definition. According to the study, those were 
about one half of Palestinian workers (Hilal et al., 2008).
56 About 180,000 people were working in the unorganized sector in 2003 (one 
quarter of the workers) (Palestine Economic Policy Research Institute (MAS), 
2004). The unorganized economic sector in the West Bank and Gaza Strip: gen-
eral social and economic characteristics, Ramallah.

small enterprises. A large proportion of working women 
is concentrated in these sectors. Currently, those workers 
are not covered by any type of social insurance, with no 
future coverage plans. The majority of women are outside 
the coverage of social protection, because of their low 
rate of participation in the labor market. The percentage 
of women benefiting from the retirement schemes in the 
oPt reflects their percentage in the public sector. Women 
constitute about 22 per cent of the total participants in 
retirement schemes (43 per cent of civil servants, and 2 
per cent of the security employees). Thus, the percentage 
of women participants in pension funds is insignificant if 
not linked to women’s situation in the labor market.

As for other types of insurance – except for health 
insurance, which covers three-quarters of Palestinian 
households, including poor households and the 
unemployed (unions’ insurance) – they are limited in 
terms of the groups benefiting from them: only public 
sector employees, some large private companies, 
some civil institutions, and universities. These types 
are mentioned in the Civil Service Law and Labor Law. 
They cover disability insurance, work-related injuries, 
inheritors, and disease (occupational diseases). As for 
maternity insurance, the Labor and Civil Service Laws 
grant women maternity leave for 10 weeks, borne by 
the employer, which adversely affects the employment 
opportunities for women, or drives some employers 
to circumvent the law in different ways. It should be 
noted that the implementation of maternity leave 
outside the government sector is limited only to large 
institutions subject to inspection systems. There are no 
methods for protecting the unemployed (unemployment 
insurance), and unemployment is addressed according to 
available funds (relief programs, or through temporary 
employment programs). Normally, the chances of women 
benefiting from these projects are limited, especially that 
women who remain unemployed for a long time (years) 
redefine their relationship with the labor market and tick 
the “housewife” box.

The Palestinian government announced, through the 
Prime Minister and the Minister of Labor, that the year 
2013 will be the year of social security. A ministerial 
committee was formed for this purpose. The concerned 
parties are working on developing options, including 
the preparation of proposals for the Social Security Law. 
So, it is important to focus on passing the new law, and 
ensuring the following:

·	 Coverage of categories where there is a concentration of 
women: the unprotected economic sector, agricultural 
workers, cooperatives’ and the self-employed.

·	 Insurances that have a direct impact on women 
and their employment opportunities, particularly 
maternity insurance. This insurance seriously 
contributes to improving opportunities for women 
at work. Moreover, it allows a woman to obtain an 
adequate income during the leave period.
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·	 Ensuring that the law is sensitive to gender issues, 
through explicit provisions. Examples include 
women’s right to bequeath their pension   benefits, 
maternity and paternity leave, and emergency leave 
related to children’s needs.

·	 Also the unemployment insurance encourages women 
to return to the labor market, and take advantage 
of retraining opportunities, and participation in 
the labor market. It is expected that providing such 
insurance would have a positive impact on women, 
perhaps more than men, through its contribution to 
increasing women’s participation in the labor market. 
It is worth noting that the rate of unemployment 
among educated women is high (44.6 per cent of 
women who completed 13 years of education or 
more compared to 16 per cent for men from the 
same category in 2012). At the same time, 45.7 per 
cent of those who completed 13 years of education 
or more classified themselves as housewives (PCBS, 
2013).

·	 It is clear that applying the law would be subject 
to technical and financial capabilities. Therefore, it 
must be applied gradually. Here, we must set out a 
clear timetable and stages for implementing the law: 
gradual insurance and gradual coverage of different 
groups.

3.3. Strategic 
opportunities and Policy 
Priorities
Social protection in the oPt faces significant challenges, 
namely occupation and its procedures that enhance 
the impoverishment of the Palestinian people, and 
the dependence on foreign funding, in addition to the 
demographic structure of the Palestinians (a young 
community with high rates of economic dependence), 
and political division. Such challenges must be taken 
into account when discussing social protection and 
development prospects in the oPt.

At a time when the occupation represents a challenge 
that must be confronted and resisted through social 
protection, it is the duty of the international community 
to fulfill its responsibilities in this regard (working toward 
an immediate end to the occupation and exerting 
pressure on the occupation to stop its policies aimed at 
isolating the Palestinian communities from each other 
and restricting movement, etc). Emphasizing that the 
occupation is the main factor in the deterioration of 
Palestinians’ conditions in the West Bank and Gaza Strip 
means that the end of the occupation and full control 
of the Palestinians over their resources is a necessary 
condition for establishing a sustainable and adequate 
protection system. Without this, the protection measures 

will remain hostage to the intentions of the occupation.

As for foreign funding, increasing its effectiveness is 
achieved through good (Palestinian) internal preparation, 
and managing negotiations with donors based on local 
priorities. Moreover, the social responsibility of the 
private sector in this area can be utilized. The use of this 
concept has recently become popular in the oPt. It refers 
to the role of the private sector, particularly corporations, 
in the field of social protection. This concept has been 
mainly implemented in the form of sponsoring different 
activities, providing social assistance, or contributing to 
the funding of social activities (health, education and 
social care institutions).

There is no law or regulation to organize these activities 
(khayyat, 2010). An important development in this area is 
the trend to achieve this under the tripartite partnership, 
so the private sector participation in social protection is 
governed by regulations and according to quotas setting 
the minimum level of participation in social security, and 
in the funding of various related funds.

Taking the previous challenges into account, the 
evaluation of existing strategies and policies of social 
protection stems from the principles of justice, fairness 
and empowerment. This would mean examining:

·	 Relevant data and information and their 
consideration of gender issues as well as the 
geographical area, age and education level to 
determine the priority interventions. These 
are important factors of general inequality in 
society.

·	 Assessing laws, regulations and strategies 
targeting work with the concerned group in 
terms of observing the special needs of women.

·	 Translating these laws and regulations 
into actions and their impact on women’s 
empowerment. When reviewing laws, 
regulations and strategies, it is important to 
evaluate them at the level of the text and their 
translation into policies, interventions and 
programs. Implementation is influenced by 
the assumptions of those implementing the 
law. The impact of these interventions must be 
observed in terms of women’s empowerment 
and changing the roles of men and women from 
a gender perspective.

Intervention Priorities
·	 The available data do not serve the development 

of policies based on the principle of justice and 
equal opportunities, which sometimes requires the 
use of the principle of affirmative action in favor of 
disadvantaged groups in the society. Therefore, it is 
useful to map regional gaps in this area that allow 
the monitoring of inequality at the level of the region 
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and the local community. Among these are the gaps 
associated with gender. This is the responsibility of 
the Ministry of Planning. These maps are useful in 
drawing interventions based on field observation, 
while at the same time, constitute a base for measuring 
achievement and impact.

·	 Finalizing social protection laws, specifically the 
adoption of a modern social security law that takes 
into account the right to take maternity leave, unpaid 
leave up to one year after childbirth, parental leave to 
take care of a child and to be paid an adequate salary 
during a mother’s break from work due to pregnancy 
and childbirth in addition to health services before 
and after childbirth. The rights of social workers 
and the extension of social security coverage to 
include women working in various fields should be 
considered, as well as benefiting from the experiences 
of neighboring countries, particularly Jordan in 
reforming the social security system according to 
the criteria of gender equality (equal benefits in 
different insurance systems, with the exception of 
maternity insurance). This requires an assessment 
of the proposed draft law from the perspective of 
its responsiveness to the requirements of gender 
equality and to the needs of both men and women. 
There is no doubt that the social security law is a top 
priority but there are laws that need to be reviewed 
in terms of the obstacles facing their implementation 
and their impact on gender relations and the gender 
gap, particularly the law on the rights of people with 
disabilities. The expertise of law enforcement officials, 
such as labor inspectors, should be developed as 
this would contribute to promoting gender equality 
and reducing the gap between the legal text and its 
implementation on the ground.

·	 First, establishing an effective institutional structure 
based on partnership, which would ensure harmony 
among governmental institutions in terms of 
their vision toward the development of the social 
protection sector in general, and the social insurance 
system in particular. Second, ensuring integration 
and follow-up among civil society institutions and 
the government and reinforcing the current trend of 
establishing public institutions based on the tripartite 
partnership to address and follow up various issues 
related to social protection (people with disabilities, 
the elderly, women’s employment, social security, 
violence against women and children ...) while 
maintaining the commitment to gender equality in 
the work of these committees and councils.

·	 As for social protection services, the current trend 
which is based on the institutionalization of rights of 
marginalized and vulnerable groups in laws must be 
reinforced. This contributes to enhancing the shift 
towards the principle of rights in the provision of 
social protection services.

·	 As for poverty reduction and social welfare programs, 

indicators that measure the gap between men and 
women should be adopted, particularly when 
addressing women’s special needs at the level of 
goals. It is useful to highlight the level of interventions 
and monitor indicators; specifically, setting an index 
that measures the gap between men and women in 
terms of the poverty rate and access to vocational 
training and credit. Attention should be paid to 
monitoring developments in the gaps of inequality in 
the region. In some cases, this may require developing 
region-specific indicators, such as the Jordan Valley 
or Bedouin communities in Area C, as these areas 
need an integrated services package, namely 
infrastructure, health, agricultural development, and 
cash and in-kind assistance. Perhaps it is useful to 
align interventions targeting poor households with 
a new poverty reduction strategy that addresses 
multidimensional poverty. This involves targeting 
the individual needs of household members and 
targeting marginalized local communities (integration 
and intersection of the individual, household, and 
community levels).

·	 In this context, realizing the principle of the right 
to old-age, disability and unemployment insurance 
or other protection services associated with rights 
requires separating entitlement to these services from 
household income and addressing individuals’ needs. 
One priority in this area is the speedy completion 
of the disabled card program, ensuring its gender-
sensitivity and responsiveness to disabled women’s 
needs. A similar system should be developed for the 
elderly.

·	 Reviewing the impact of social welfare policies on 
women and their empowerment opportunities, 
particularly strategies of care for the elderly and 
people with special needs. The focus should not be 
limited to the access of men and women to services, 
but should also cover the impact of services on 
gender roles and women’s empowerment, and 
breaking down the traditional roles that contribute to 
the exclusion of women from public life. This requires 
qualitative studies that examine the dynamics of the 
impact of these interventions on the household and 
community levels. The priority programs in this area 
are women’s empowerment programs (microcredit) 
and the Deprived Families Economic Empowerment 
Program. The impact of the disabled and elderly care 
strategies should also be examined.

·	 Reviewing the mechanisms of action in shelters from 
a gender perspective, specifically the effectiveness 
of the mechanisms of action in orphanages and 
protection shelters in providing social reintegration 
requirements. The same applies to rehabilitation 
centers for delinquent boys.

·	 The development of a monitoring system that derives 
its standards from relevant Arab and international 
conventions (in terms of the provision of social welfare 
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services, scope of coverage, and effectiveness). CEDAW 
is particularly important in this regard. This Convention 
may need to be localized through social dialogue. There 
is a need to establish standards to measure the impact 
of social protection programs, specifically the poverty 
rate and the proportion of food-secure households. In 
this regard, it is necessary to review the definition of 
the poverty line, as the adopted definition dates back to 
1998, and significant changes may have occurred on the 
consumption patterns of Palestinian households. It is 
important for evaluation mechanisms and indicators to 
use the gender gap approach as one of the dimensions 
of the compound perspective that monitors   gaps of 
inequality within society. For example, it is not enough 
to talk about reducing poverty by a certain percentage as 
this reduction may be at the expense of certain groups 
and in favor of others. Therefore, it would be useful to 
assess achievement, and then assess the impact based 
on the maps depicting the various forms of inequality, 
and their intersection with the gender gap. A top priority 
in this area is developing specific standards for poverty 
and food security: two sectors in which various social 
protection activities are concentrated and reflected.
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4
LABOR AND 
EMPloyMENT

TOWARDS ADDRESSING THE 
STRUCTURAL IMPEDIMENTS
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4.1. Background and 
context
Women’s economic empowerment, that is, women’s ability 
to make an economic change for themselves and their society, 
is a central element in any country’s development trajectory. 
In countries where the level of women’s participation in paid 
labor is low, women represent an underutilized resource who 
could contribute towards further economic development. In 
countries where female participation is already widespread, 
women are directly responsible for a major share of the 
national economic output, and as earners, contribute to 
their families’ economic well-being.

Female access to work is also central to women’s economic 
advancement, empowerment and status. Women’s status 
has commonly been defined through their degree of 
access to and control over material resources (including 
food, income, land, and other forms of wealth) and social 
resources (including knowledge, power, and prestige) 
both within the family and society at large (Roy, Tisdel 
and Blomqvist, 1996). Increasing participation for women 
widens their social and economic opportunities, and 
allows them to benefit from higher rates of economic 
activity. It also may reduce fertility rates, improve 
women’s health and prospects for education as well as 
enhance their bargaining power within the household 
(Standing, 1978).

This section of the study comprises three parts. The first 
sheds light on the main characteristics of Palestinian 
women’s labor market participation. We will briefly 
address this as there is a vast amount of literature on 
women’s status in the labor market, and there is no need 
to redouble the efforts in this regard (see: Hammami, 
2001; Olmsted, 2001; Al-Botmeh & Sotnik, 2007; Hilal, Al-
Kafri, & Kuttab, 2009; Shabaneh & Al-Kafri, 2009; DCAF, 
2010; UN Women, 2011; Economic and Social Council, 
2012; Al-Botmeh, 2013). The second addresses barriers 
to women’s participation in the labor market with a 
focus on the supply and demand considerations. The 
third provides a number of recommendations, initiatives 
and practical strategies aimed at enhancing women’s 
participation in the labor market.

4.2. Key Findings: Trends, 
indicators and challenges
4.2.1. Characteristics of women’s 
participation in the labor market
As discussed extensively in the literature about the 
economic role of Palestinian women, Palestinian 
women’s engagement in the labor market is amongst 
the lowest in the world despite high education rates 
(Olmsted, 1999; Hammami, 2001; Al-Botmeh and Sotnik, 

2007; Shabaneh & Al-Kafri, 2009). Although these 
rates have increased over the years, they remain low in 
comparison with those of many countries. In 2012, the 
female labor force participation rate stood at 17.4 per 
cent57 compared to 17 per cent in the MENA region and 
53 per cent in the rest of the world (World Bank, 2011; 
PCBS, 2013).58 These rates are a source of concern and 
interest because in more conservative societies, like the 
Gulf countries, women’s labor force participation rate is 
higher than in the oPt, which implies that the factors of 
women’s non-participation in labor in the oPt go beyond 
the social structures which are less or as conservative as 
neighboring Arab countries.

In addition to the low participation rates, women’s 
labor force participation trends have been characterized 
by volatility.59 For example, between 1995 and 2000, 
women’s participation rates were rising. With the start 
of the second Intifada, the trend declined sharply. In the 
period from 2003 to 2013, participation rates for women 
resumed their pre-Intifada rising trend. These unstable 
and fluctuating trends of participation in the labor market 
have consequences that weaken the long-term interest 
of women in participating and remaining in the labor 
market.

Moreover, unemployment rates among women are also 
high and rising compared to men. In 2004, women’s 
unemployment rate reached 20.1 per cent and increased 
to 32.9 per cent in 2012. Meanwhile, unemployment 
rates among men declined during the same period from 
24.3 per cent in 2004 to 20.5 per cent in 2012.60 Although 
female participation in the labor force increased during 
the past 15 years (from 11.2 per cent in 1995 to 17.4 per 
cent in 2012), women face more discrimination in the 
labor market compared to men (PCBS, 2005, 2012). This 
indicates problems stemming from the demand side of 
the labor market (economic sectors structures, including 
workers within these sectors and the economy’s ability to 
produce responsive models for stable employment).

The participation rate for women with 13 years of 
education or more is much higher than other educational 
groups (43.7 per cent). Less educated women (1-6 years) 
have the second highest participation rates (12.9 per 
cent) compared to the largest segment of women who 
have 9-12 years of education whose participation rates 
reached 6.6 per cent ؛(PCBS, 2012). These rates imply 
that the largest segment of Palestinian women with 9-12 
years of education is excluded “almost” entirely from 
the labor market. This means that women at both ends 
of the education spectrum, i.e. those with low or high 

57 14.7% in the Gaza Strip and 18.9% in the West Bank.
58 World Bank (2011) World Development Indicators, the Palestinian Central 
Bureau of Statistics (2013) Labor Force Survey: Annual Report
59 It is important to provide data on the status of women in the labor market 
over time, and not just the most recent data available, because the trends give 
insight into the behavior of women in the labor force with a look at the future 
prospects for these women’s status in the labor force.
60 Unemployment rates reached 17.3% among men and 25.3% among women 
in the West Bank, while they reached 50.1% among men and 26.8% among 
men in Gaza Strip in 2012.
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educational rates, have a bigger labor-market share than 
women who received “average” education. This situation 
indicates the presence of structural problems in the 
economy, as the labor market generates job opportunities 
for the most and least educated women but not for the 
largest segment of women. Although this phenomenon 
is observed among women in the rest of the Middle East 
countries, it remains more extreme within the Palestinian 
context.

The labor force participation rate for older women has 
increased over time. The highest participation rates 
amongst women were recorded from 2002-2012 for the 
25-44 age group. This means that the prime working age 
for women in the oPt peaks in this age group.61 It also 
indicates that more women are remaining in the labor 
market compared to earlier periods. Accordingly, the fact 
that the highest participation rate is observed among 
this age group (25-44 years old) indicates that groups of 
younger women (less than 25 years old) are facing more 
difficulties in entering the labor market.

Similar to other parts of the region, Palestinian youth 
face substantially higher rates of unemployment than 
older workers. Young women are at an even greater 
disadvantage in the labor market than young men and 
older women, as the female youth unemployment rate 
for age group 15-24 in 2011 was four times that of women 
in age group 25-65 (10 per cent compared to 54 per cent) 
(PCBS, 2012). This is also true compared to men, where 
young women’s unemployment rate is nearly double that 
of men in the same age group.

At the same time, women with 13-15 years of education 
or more suffer from disproportionately high levels of 
unemployment. Young women under the age of 25 with 
13 to 15 years of schooling have nearly four times the 
unemployment rate of women aged 30 or older with 
the same schooling. These exceedingly unfavorable 
indicators for youth women compared to other women 
and men imply that particular attention has to be paid 
to this group in devising policies to adress obstacles they 
face in the labor market.

Women are highly concentrated in two sectors: agriculture 
and services. In 2011, agriculture accounted for 22.2 per 
cent of women’s employment compared to 60 per cent 
in services (PCBS, 2012). These rates indicate that there 
is significant horizontal segregation in the labor market62 
and that women do not have equal access to all economic 
sectors. This means that the economy’s structure is 
hostile to the broader participation of women in the 
labor market. Although this is a worldwide phenomenon, 
the Palestinian case tends to be extreme, indicating the 
importance of interventions on the demand side of the 
labor market.

61 The prime working age varies across countries depending on women’s child-
bearing patterns, enrolment in education and productivity over their lives of 
market versus non market time (Goldin, 1990).
62 Horizontal segregation is the concentration of women in a few sectors of 
the economy.

In addition to horizontal segregation, the share of women’s 
employment in the productive sectors (agriculture and 
manufacturing) continued to decline, while their share 
of employment in the services sector rose. In 1995, 
women’s employment in agriculture and manufacturing 
reached 43 per cent compared to 47 per cent in the 
services sector. By 2011, the productive sectors had 
accounted for only 31 per cent of women’s employment, 
compared to 60 per cent for the services sector (PCBS, 
2000, 2012). This is due to the erosion of the productive 
capacity of the economy, resulting in lower contributions 
by the agriculture and manufacturing sectors to GDP over 
time. This situation is reflected in the low employment 
rates for women in these sectors, and their concentration 
in the services sector. The rising horizontal segregation 
is alarming, especially with the presence of economic 
sector structures that enable the future participation of 
a small number of women. Here, too, this phenomenon 
requires interventions on the demand side.

The constant high levels of intermittent work or activities 
of the informal labor sector among women are a big 
problem facing women’s economic empowerment. In 
the period before the second intifada (2000), the average 
annual growth rate for women working as unpaid family 
workers was 0.1 per cent compared to 0.3 per cent in the 
period after 2003 (2003-2012) (Al-Botmeh, 2013). These 
data show that by 2011, the percentage of women working 
as unpaid family workers stood at about 23 per cent 
compared to 5.5 per cent for men (PCBS, 2012). As there 
is no protection for the types of informal labor in the labor 
law, these types of work are outside the requirements of 
the government in terms of workers’ entitlements and 
insurance benefits. These workers usually work for no or 
low wages. This means that women in the informal labor 
sector are more vulnerable compared to other women 
and men.

Also, a gap in the wages of men and women has always 
existed. In 2010, the average real wage for women 
amounted to 60 shekels, compared to 72 shekels for men, 
with women’s wages continuing to decline at a higher 
rate than men’s wages. In the period between 2003 and 
2011, the real wage rate for women decreased by about 
12 per cent compared to 5 per cent for men, which means 
that the vertical segregation of women is continuing and 
increasing (PCBS, 2012).63

In general, we can say that despite the small rise in women’s 
labor market participation rate, women’s position in the 
labor market is becoming increasingly inferior. The situation 
indicators include low participation rates, especially among 
educated working women, high unemployment rates, the 
exclusion of young women from the labor market, horizontal 
and vertical separation, and the continuation of the forms 
of informal labor. Despite the fact that these aspects are not 
limited to Palestinian women, the oPt tend to show weak 
indicators of women’s labor market participation compared 

63 Vertical segregation is the concentration of women in limited professions 
within sectors.
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to women in the Middle East and the rest of the world in 
general.

4.2.2. Impediments to women’s 
participation in the labor market
The available literature discusses several factors that 
contribute to the inferior position of women in the labor 
market. These include: first, the lack of demand for the 
employment of women, and the distorted nature of the 
Palestinian economy in favor of the services sector. The 
devastation of the local Palestinian economy in the post 
second Intifada period has means that the local economy 
was further compressed. The high unemployment rates 
recorded for women compared to men during this period 
means that despite women’s high education rates, the 
demand side of the labor market presents significant 
impediments in the face of women’s participation. This 
partly explains why female participation rates continue to 
be low despite their rising trends.

At the same time, PCBS data shows that despite the high 
educational rates of women participating in the labor force, 
they tend to dominate a few occupations, including office 
clerks, teaching and associate teaching professionals, as well as 
skilled and subsistence agricultural workers. This concentration 
means that the demand for women’s employment is restricted.

Second, the overarching political context and the prolonged 
duration of Israeli occupation have forced women to generate 
coping mechanisms and support their households through both 
entrepreneurial initiatives and informal economic activities.

There is not one established definition of the informal 
labor market. According to Hilal et al (2009) and Esim and 
Kuttab (2002), informal work refers to labor that lacks 
entitlements, such as health insurance, a pension scheme, 
paid maternity leave, paid sick leave, unemployment 
benefits; it is also entails long hours and unsafe working 
conditions. The third source of the definition is PCBS 
informal sector surveys (2004, 2011), which defined the 
nature, characteristics and conditions of the informal 
sector.64 In the PCBS surveys, the informal establishment 
refers to an establishment that employs fewer than or 
equal to 5 employees, and they are mostly proprietors 
with unpaid family members, low value of capital, a lack 
of complete accounting records and a lack of working 
contracts. It is worth mentioning that the survey excludes 
professionals such as doctors, engineers, auditors and 
other related professions. On the other hand, the informal 
household project refers to the project established by the 
household or a household member to generate a source 
of income due to the lack of employment opportunities 
in the formal economy, where the project is heavily 
dependent on strong social and other personal relations.

Based on the PCBS definition of informal economic 
activity, the 2008 survey found that there were 90,607 

64 The first survey was undertaken by the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statis-
tics (PCBS) in 2003 then repeated in 2008. The 2003 survey was analysed by the 
Palestinian Economic Policy Research Institute (MAS) in 2003.

informal establishments in the oPt, compared to 54,885 
in 2003 (a 65 per cent growth). This survey also showed 
that the informal sector employed 191,917 people in 
2008 compared to about 98,727 people in 2003 (a 95 
per cent rise). Nearly 77 per cent of those working in this 
sector in 2008 were unpaid workers (owners and family 
members). Agriculture is the predominant economic 
activity (40 per cent) for workers within this sector. This is 
followed by internal trade (employing 30 per cent of this 
sectors’ workers) and manufacturing (20 per cent).

Despite the hypothesis that the number of women 
working in the informal sector is higher than the number 
of men as a result of the limitations of the labor market, 
a PCBS survey found that 85 per cent of workers in this 
sector are men and only 15 per cent are women. However, 
in the period from 2003 to 2008, the participation of 
women in this sector has nearly doubled (from 8.3 per 
cent in 2003 to 15 per cent in 2008). This finding implies 
that a significant increase in women’s employment has 
taken place within the ranks of the informal sector. If 
we consider the overall female employment numbers in 
2008, we find that the informal sector employed nearly a 
quarter of working women, which is a high percentage by 
all standards.

Although the informal sector is an important source of 
employment for women, one cannot underestimate 
the exploitative nature of this work, or disregard the 
insecurity and lack of social protection that this kind of 
employment entails. The informal sector may prevent 
households from starvation, but it does not offer a way out 
of poverty. Moreover, because this sector is organically 
linked with the formal sector, when the formal economy 
is structurally in trouble, this in turn reflects in and shapes 
informal economic activities. Finally, there is a danger 
of further informalisation because of Israel’s continued 
pressure on the economy and forms of humanitarian aid 
which creates dependencies rather than innovation (Esim 
and Kuttab, 2002).

Third, as has been pointed out extensively in the literature 
through studies elsewhere in the region, women face 
more obstacles than men in accessing credit, and for 
a number of reasons. For example, women’s ability 
to obtain funding is impacted by traditional property 
arrangements. Although women are legally allowed to 
own property, in practice their husbands / brothers / 
fathers may own house deeds but not them. As a result, 
women often do not have the collateral necessary to 
access commercial loans (Chamlou, 2008). In other cases, 
the small and family-based nature of enterprises run by 
the vast majority of women in the Middle East means 
that access to professional credit is also restricted (De 
Soto, 1997). Other studies have indicated that women do 
not prefer to take loans because these loans represent a 
form of pressure on women (ASALA, 2010).

In addition to formal credit, women’s projects have 
become primary beneficiaries of microfinance programs. 
This also has been the case in the West Bank and Gaza 
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Strip, where microfinance has been expanding since the 
1980s while being skewed towards women. In 2011, 
there were 10 microfinance institutions in the oPt that 
over the years have provided USD 139 million in loans to 
47,836 borrowers in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. While 
there are no data disaggregating access to this form of 
informal credit along gender lines, one can note that a 
large number of the beneficiaries of this type of credit 
are women.65

It is often claimed that microfinance represents a potential 
that creates space for economic empowerment through 
giving entrepreneurs and the poor access to credit, but 
this tool is not without problems. There is also the risk 
of expansion of the informal sector through microfinance 
so more and more people fall into the poverty trap. Also, 
simple competition for low profit margins can lead to 
more economic failure.

Fourth, the mismatch between education and labor 
market skills is another important factor. Tertiary 
enrolments in Palestine are very high, yet present 
quite an imbalanced picture. Enrolments in traditional 
universities and university colleges have doubled during 
the last decade. Most women students are enrolled in 
stereotypical ‘female’ subjects that represent an extension 
of their traditional roles. Women are highly represented 
in health care, teacher training, arts and humanities and 
life sciences. Although women are highly represented in 
life and physical sciences, these subjects tend to be rather 
abstract and frequently direct students toward careers 
in teaching. Higher female enrolment rates in tertiary 
education – be it vocational or academic – does not seem 
to help these women in the labour market partly because 
their education is limited to a few stereotypical domains. 
This implies that women’s choices and skills in the labour 
market are partially predefined through the nature of their 
enrolment in schools and higher education institutions. 
This, as we will discuss in the recommendations section, 
is an important area that requires policy interventions 
to expand the scope of subjects and disciplines in which 
women are engaged to assist in their participation across 
different sectors of the labor market. The Conditions of 
Graduates Survey (PCBS, 2010) collected self-reported 
reasons why recent graduates have difficulty finding jobs. 
The most important reason cited is the lack of capital 
to start one’s own enterprise, which indicates that the 
possibility of being self-employed is at least considered 
by recent graduates. The second reason for not finding a 
job is the lack of job market opportunities for graduates 
with their particular specialty. This reason is not simply 
due to universities producing too many humanities and 
social science majors as at least 55 per cent of vocational 
degree graduates as well as Bachelor’s degree graduates 
cite the lack of demand for their particular specialty as a 
reason for their not finding a job.

Fifth, high fertility rates and changes in the household 
structure in the oPt over the years are another factor 

65 For example: ASALA, Women’s Fund, FATEN.

hampering the effective participation of women in the 
labor market. Over the years, as in other societies, the 
nuclear family has become the common type in the oPt. 
The Population Census 1997 found that nuclear families 
accounted for 73.2 per cent of all Palestinian families. 
This percentage rose to 82.1 per cent in 2011. At the 
same time, the percentage of extended families dropped 
from 23 per cent in 1997 to 14.2 per cent in 2011 (PCBS, 
2012 a). Extended families can provide a mechanism for 
taking care of children through old women in the family. 
However, the decline of the extended family system, with 
no other forms of support for child care, may contribute 
to the withdrawal of more women from the labor market. 
At the same time, in spite of the decline in fertility rates 
from 6.1 per woman in 1997 to 4.6 per woman in 2007, 
these rates remain among the highest rates in the 
world. Total fertility rates in neighboring countries were 
significantly less in 2007, even in more conservative 
societies, such as Saudi Arabia. According to the World 
Development Indicators, the total fertility rate in 2007 in 
Jordan was 3.8 births per woman; in Lebanon (1.9); Saudi 
Arabia (3); Syria (3.1); Egypt (2.9); and Turkey (2.1) (World 
Bank, 2011).66

Sixth, the patriarchal structure is another factor that 
negatively affects the prospects of women’s participation 
in the labor market. Palestinian society grants men power 
in the family sphere, as well as in the public sphere. As 
a result, men have an advantage in resources and are 
perceived as enjoying superior personal characteristics as 
well as skills and abilities that are supposedly possessed 
exclusively by men. Accordingly, it is more acceptable 
in society to subject women to constraints and 
discrimination, which are usually imposed on them to a 
greater degree than on men within and outside the family. 
The inegalitarian economic and occupational structure of 
patriarchal societies, including the Palestinian society in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, leaves few alternatives for 
women. In general, the objective and perceived status 
of occupations and jobs open to women are inferior to 
those available to men. For this and other reasons, in 
many cases Palestinian women earn less than men who 
are employed in the same jobs. Without having access 
to “good” jobs, women will continue to be economically 
dependent on their spouses or partners (Haj Yahya, 2005).

66 Afghanistan, Angola and Zambia are among the countries where births per 
woman were higher than in the West Bank and Gaza Strip (World Bank, 2011).
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4.3. Strategic 
opportunities and policy 
priorities: Enhancing 
women’s labor market 
participation
In terms of interventions, policies addressing female 
participation in the labor market in the oPt have mostly 
focused on the supply side of the labor market, as well as 
the institutional impediments to women’s participation. 
These policies center on equipping women with the 
education/skills to improve their chances of competing 
in the labor market while running campaigns to address 
some of the impediments faced by women in the labor 
market. This is reflected clearly in the Cross-sectoral 
National Gender Strategy: Promoting Gender Equality 
and Equity, strategic objective 8: “To improve women’s 
participation in the labor market and increase their 
participation in economic decision-making.” The Strategy 
focuses specifically on:

(1) institutional impediments (amendment to the law 
to remove provisions unfavorable to the economic 
participation of women and provide better protection for 
women in the informal sector); (2) adopting economic 
incentive policies by the government (providing tax 
exemption to women’s agricultural products and 
women’s cooperatives and providing custom facilitation 
to institutions exporting the products of rural women), 
(3) promoting knowledge about the situation of women 
in the labor market and raising women’s awareness 
about their rights; (4) mainstreaming gender in local 
ministries, and strengthening relationships with regional 
and international institutions concerned with gender; (5) 
creating job opportunities for women with 13 years of 
education or more (MoWA and UN Women, 2011, p. 38).

All these interventions are highly relevant and have an 
important impact on gender relations and outcomes in the 
labor market. However, these policies do not address the 
above-mentioned economic structural impediments that 
prevent the participation of women in the labor market. 
Structural impediments arising from the formation of 
economic sectors and the labor market constitution lead 
to high rates of unemployment and horizontal and vertical 
segregation, etc. The lack of job opportunities in the oPt 
is the underlying cause of these problems. This shortage 
is a result of the erosion of the productive capacity of the 
Palestinian economy, and its dependence on external 
sources of growth (remittances from workers in Israel, 
and the assistance of the international community). As 
a result and in order to deal with the structural causes 
of women’s exclusion from the labor market, policy 
interventions need to make a shift to focus on the inter-
linkages between the supply and demand sides. That 

is, to design practical interventions which promote the 
demand for women’s labor, while continuing to address 
the institutional and market impediments facing women’s 
participation in the labor market.

This shift is necessary in light of the fact that the current 
policies have reached their limit given the constraints 
imposed by Israel and resources available for the 
Palestinian Authority. For example, although there is an 
opportunity to improve women’s skills and knowledge 
about women’s labor, the position of women in the 
labor market will remain weak unless policies to expand 
demand for women’s labor are developed.

Recommendations
This paper recommends the following policies and practical 
interventions to enhance women’s participation in the 
labor market. Some of these policies are a continuation of 
the Cross-Sectoral National Gender Strategy while others 
aim to reach maximum effectiveness:

·	 Boosting demand for women’s labor in the economy;

·	 Linking women’s skills and education to the 
needs and requirements of the economy / labor 
market;

·	 Addressing the impediments on the level of the 
institutional framework governing the labor market;

·	 Implementing practical interventions and campaigns 
to address violations of women’s rights at work;

·	 Enhancing women’s access to formal and informal 
credit;

·	 Strengthening women’s cooperatives and women 
run collective economic ventures;

·	 Utilizing the plans/budgets of the government 
and the international community to expand the 
demand for women’s labor;

1. Boosting demand for women’s labor in the 
economy
As explained above, the lack of demand on labor in the 
local economy of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and 
women’s labor in particular, is one of the most significant 
hurdles in the face of women’s increased participation 
(Al-Botmeh and Sotnik 2007). Women are aware that 
this lack of demand greatly affects the decisions of the 
labor market and that is why we see 83 per cent of 
women outside the labor market. The services sector, 
which witnessed the fastest expansion since 1995, 
has reached its limit in absorbing women. In order to 
provide a strategic solution to the problem of women’s 
low participation and high unemployment, policies have 
to aim at expanding the size of the productive sectors 
(agriculture and manufacturing) as well as strengthening 
the information technology sector to absorb women. 
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These sectors are considered women-dominated sectors 
worldwide (Standing, 1999, Oppenheimer, 1982). 
Through expanding work opportunities within these 
sectors, women participation and employment levels will 
necessarily rise. In addition, a part of this strategy should 
address promoting the policy of reducing dependence 
on external sources of growth, including dependence 
on Israel and international aid. This policy is necessary, 
because such dependence means that the Palestinians’ 
ability to implement long-term plans is conditional upon 
factors beyond their control. Although this is what life is 
like under occupation, there is an opportunity to reduce 
this dependence, as will be discussed below.

In practice, this recommendation can be implemented 
through several ways:

·	 In light of the fact that Palestinians are restricted 
from conducting “normal” economic life under 
occupation, and particularly since the restrictions on 
trade with the rest of the world impede the viability 
of economic enterprises, a significant opportunity 
for expanding the productive sectors (agriculture 
and manufacturing) arises from replacing imports 
of Israeli goods and services by local production. 
Palestinian import USD 4.3 billion each year, of which 
USD 3 billion (70 per cent) of goods and services 
originate from Israel (PCBS, 2011a). Also, a great 
proportion of these imports are agricultural products 
and simple manufacturing goods, which can be easily 
replaced by local production. A rise in local production 
will necessarily generate more employment. Since 
women dominate these sectors, their expansion will 
give women more opportunities to join the labor 
market.

·	 The importance of the agricultural and manufacturing 
sectors lies in the fact that they generate forms of 
employment that do not necessarily require high 
levels of education. This allows women with different 
levels of education to participate in the labor market 
in contrast with the services sector, where most of 
the jobs require relatively high levels of education.

·	 However, an effective protection of the local market 
from Israeli goods and services can only be possible 
through practical measures on the ground led by the 
government while tackling the various components 
of the trade linkages and distribution networks. 
This requires policies that focus on upgrading and 
enhancing local distribution networks and local 
marketing systems. This can go a long way towards 
increasing productivity and generating employment 
in these sectors67.

·	 In order for the suggestions above to succeed, 

67 Although Israel has confiscated much of the land of the West Bank and plac-
es draconian controls on water resources, the current production in the agricul-
tural sector does not utilize the available resources. In other words, there is ex-
cess capacity within this sector. Work with the Ministry of Agriculture can focus 
on pushing for the full utilization of the land under the Palestinian Authority’s 
control through legislation while encouraging employment.

policies aimed at expanding local production and 
creating jobs should support local production quality 
standards to enhance its potential to compete locally. 
Such policies that protect the local economy through 
enhancing the quality of goods and services were 
implemented by Israel in the 1970s and 1980s to 
promote its economic development. They have also 
been implemented by the most advanced emerging 
economies in the world, India and Brazil, and brought 
huge economic benefits, particularly with regard to 
women’s labor.

·	 Another important issue in this area is related to the 
possibilities available to women in the information 
technology sector. This sector is part of the growing 
industries around the world in which women can play 
an important role. Israel is beginning to dominate 
this sector in the oPt through IT and program 
design subcontracts. This is a trans-border sector 
that can expand and prosper without being subject 
to Israeli restrictions. But the reality on the ground 
is that Israel has dominated this sector through 
subcontracting, which means that the growth of this 
sector is subject to Israeli control. Palestinians do 
not have the capacity on the ground to promote it. 
Regarding this sector, interventions must work at two 
levels: first, ending the dependence on Israel in order 
to be able to steer the sector in a way that meets 
the needs and demands of the Palestinians, enabling 
to develop better plans to maximize opportunities 
for women’s participation in this sector. This can be 
done through linking the local IT companies with the 
international information technology sector by the 
Palestinian Authority without passing through Israel 
as an intermediary. The second level is to support 
political interventions linking vocational training 
for women with skills required by the information 
technology sector. This requires supportive strategies 
aimed at enhancing the quality and relevance of 
vocational education programs and encouraging 
parents to consider enrolling their daughters in such 
programs. This also requires supportive policies 
aimed at strengthening the information technology 
departments in higher education institutions and 
encouraging female enrollment in these programs.

·	 In order to expand demand and enhance women’s 
participation in the labor market, lawyers/women’s 
advocates, especially in the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs (MoWA), should discuss and support 
government plans/budgets aimed at expanding 
the sectors of manufacturing and agriculture by 
replacing imports of Israeli goods and services with 
local products. Also, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs 
(MoWA) should support and advocate the separation 
of the Palestinian IT sector from Israel, and linking 
it directly to international information technology 
centers.

·	 There were some discussions in the media about 
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the Gaza Strip with regard to self-sufficiency in some 
agricultural products. But it is necessary to study 
this experiment to evaluate whether these forms of 
economic self-sufficiency are of importance, and to 
assess their impact on the participation of women in 
the labor market.

2. Matching women’s skills and education with the 
needs and requirements of the economy/market
·	 In order to ensure a greater share for women in 

the productive sectors, interventions should focus 
on preparing women for work in the sectors of 
manufacturing and information technology in 
particular. This means targeting girls to encourage 
them to obtain vocational training at an early stage. 
The development of quality vocational training 
programs that meet the requirements of these 
expandable industries is also important. The same 
applies to encouraging girls at an early age (10-12) to 
enroll in vocational training by explaining the potential 
economic benefits for them and their families. This 
may contribute to increasing women’s participation 
in the labor market. At the same time, it is important 
to address the prevailing negative image of vocational 
training.

·	 Education and higher education and youth strategies 
emphasize the importance of matching vocational 
training with labor market skills. However, these two 
documents do not establish a link between labor 
market sectors that need to be strengthened and 
forms of vocational training and skills that should be 
targeted for further development. This means that 
these documents have broad coverage but without 
a specific focus on translating female education into 
useful skills that meet the needs of the expanding 
sectors of the economy or the labor market.

·	 It is important to set priorities for some sectors and 
to adapt knowledge and skills to the needs of these 
sectors. From this perspective, the various strategic 
documents (youth, education, local governance, 
natural resources, etc.) must be interconnected in 
order to produce effective policy measures towards 
the economic empowerment of women.

3. Addressing impediments on the level of the 
institutional framework governing the labor 
market (labor law)68.
The endorsement of the Labor Law in 2000 was a step 
forward. But with regard to women, the law suffers from 
a number of shortcomings:

·	 The labor law, in its current form, excludes large 

68 This section relies heavily on the report ‘Unprotected Employment in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip: A Gender Equality and Workers’ Rights Perspective,” 
by Jamil Hilal, Saleh Al Kafri, and Eileen Kuttab (2008), ILO.
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/region/arpro/beirut/employment/infor-
malemploy/palestine_en.pdf

segments of the Palestinian labor force, including 
self-employed workers, seasonal workers, unpaid 
family workers, and those involved in unpaid 
domestic care and reproductive work at home. 
These categories are strongly dominated by women, 
and therefore we see that the law does not provide 
enough protections to large segments of working 
women. Moreover, the labor law does not cover 
workers in Israel and in Israeli settlements. Although 
the proportion of women working in Israel is low, 
they remain vulnerable. Since the Legislative Council 
is not functional, initiatives must be coordinated with 
the Ministry of Labor to issue special instructions to 
protect these workers. Since the work of these groups 
does not fall within the “formal” sector, experiences 
from other countries have to be studied to learn how 
to address their rights.69

·	 Although the labor law is clear in its clause for equal 
treatment between men and women, it does not 
specify penalties for employers who violate this 
article of the law. Therefore, work has to be done 
with the Ministry of Labor to issue instructions to 
address these shortcomings.

·	 Although the labor law is clear on the right of 
pregnant women to paid maternity leave, it does not 
prevent employers from dismissing pregnant women 
in their eighth or ninth month of pregnancy to deprive 
them of their right to a 10-week maternity leave. 
Once again, amendments have to be introduced 
or instructions issued by the Ministry of Labor to 
address this shortcoming in the law.

·	 The law is not clear on issues relating to compensation 
for workers employed for less than one year. This 
is of particular importance to non-governmental 
institutions that employ a relatively large number of 
women. Therefore, it is necessary that work is done 
with the Ministry of Labor to clarify issues relating 
to compensation for workers employed for less than 
one year.

·	 There are no specialized courts in resolving labor 
disputes. As a result, there are thousands of cases 
of labor disputes, as reported by trade unions and 
individual workers, pending before the judiciary. This 
has undermined trust in courts and the absence of 
solutions to labor disputes has encouraged employers 
to violate the law and not abide by the measures that 
protect workers’ rights. This further complicates the 
situation of women, because the legal framework 
governing the sector does not provide mechanisms 
for resolving such disputes.

4. Implementing practical interventions and 
campaigns to address violations of women’s rights 
at work

69 See, for example, Akawasai et al (2009) Social Security of Female Workers in 
Informal Sector: Perspectives of Structure and Agency.
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·	 This is one of the points raised by a number of 
strategies and policy recommendations over the 
years, but the Ministry of Labor does not have a 
sufficient number of well-trained inspectors to 
ensure compliance with the minimum standards of 
decent work as stipulated in the labor law. A safe 
work place which meets the standards of decent 
work is important for women in particular because it 
makes it easier for women to join the labor market in 
light of the many restrictions imposed by society on 
women. However, this issue is related to policies and 
budgets that need to be given priority by the National 
Authority. One idea that might be useful but a little 
costly to the Ministry of Labor is to take advantage 
of hours of community work for university students 
to conduct inspections on businesses. In this context, 
students can be trained and paid transportation fees 
when they inspect projects as part of community 
work and submit reports to the Ministry. This requires 
arrangements between the Ministry and the various 
universities and colleges.

·	 Another important measure is to launch awareness 
campaigns to educate working women about their 
rights, including visits to work places, especially small 
businesses. Such campaigns can achieve two goals. 
The first is to educate women about their rights, and 
the second is to send a warning to employers that the 
law is implemented. Again, students may participate 
in these campaigns as part of their community 
work after receiving relevant training. This requires 
arrangements with universities and colleges.

5. Enhancing women’s access to formal and 
informal credit
There are no available data on women’s access to credit 
(formal and informal) in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.70 
This refers to the first recommendation on the need for 
data disaggregating access to credit along gender lines. This 
may be done through coordination with the Palestinian 
Monetary Authority so that the data obtained from the 
banking sector on access to credit are disaggregated 
across gender lines. This should be complemented with 
information that is available from microcredit institutions 
and saving associations, to reflect the credit landscape 
from the informal sector perspective. At the same time, 
it is important to conduct studies that assess the extent 
and nature of women’s access to credit, both formal and 
informal.

This indicates the need to address the obstacles faced by 
women from the perspective of policies. This may include:

·	 Recognize that women’s needs and way of doing 
business may be different from men. For example, 
finance institutions in the European countries have 
increased the number of female workers because 

70 Formal credit is accessed through banks. Informal finance includes micro-
credit, as well as loans from money changers, or rotating saving and credit as-
sociations.

they understand women’s projects and can assess 
creative business ideas that have no comparable 
benchmarks to be used in evaluation.

·	 The introduction of different forms of credit 
guarantees can significantly improve access to debt 
financing for small businesses, and models can be 
put in place that target women-owned businesses. A 
credit guarantee is a commitment by the guaranteeing 
agency to reimburse a lender all or part of a loan in 
the case of default. Eligibility criteria vary depending 
on the objectives of the guaranteeing agency. The 
borrowing firm usually receives the guarantee in 
exchange for a fee. Credit guarantee agencies can be 
operated by the public or the private sector. Kafalat, 
the main provider of credit guarantees in Lebanon, 
provides a useful example. It was initially started by 
the government and is now privately run (Women’s 
Business Forum, 2011). But, it is important to examine 
how these projects work under the conditions of 
occupation where uncertainty dominates economic 
activity in general.

·	 Guiding micro-enterprises towards productive 
activities in the agricultural and manufacturing sectors 
enhances the prospects for women’s sustainable 
participation in the labor market. The introduction 
of training in financial management and marketing is 
an important factor in ensuring the success of such 
projects.

6. Strengthening women’s cooperatives and 
women run collective economic ventures
Collective economic ventures, cooperatives and credit 
cooperatives are important ways to enable women to 
overcome the trap of the informal sector and small 
business competition. These cooperatives can provide 
male and female participants with the capabilities to 
improve their skills through combining experiences and 
providing training and markets for marketing activities. In 
addition, young producers and manufacturers can exert 
pressure on decision-makers through joint efforts. There 
are several models of cooperatives in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip, classified by sector and by product. They 
can be linked to an (inward looking) production system 
based on small economic ventures that can contribute 
to establishing local production which meets the needs 
of domestic consumption. This can be achieved through 
partnerships among the Ministries of National Economy, 
Agriculture, and Women’s Affairs to promote the culture of 
purchasing local products through organizing awareness 
campaigns, improving the quality of local products and 
supporting marketing networks.

7. The role of government and international 
community plans/budgets in supporting the 
economic empowerment of women
The abovementioned suggestions provide insights into 
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interventions that can enhance the position of women 
in the labor market. However, the analysis remains 
incomplete without studying the role of government 
strategies and plans and without international funding 
for women’s economic empowerment. Accordingly, this 
section considers, briefly, the way in which a number 
of strategies and plans address women’s economic 
empowerment. The documents covered include the 
National Development Plan (2011-2013), the Cross-
Sectoral National Gender Strategy, the National 
Committee on Women’s Employment plan, the youth 
strategy, the education and higher education strategy, the 
agricultural strategy, the UNDAF, donor-funded Ministry 
of Planning projects on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment and finally the Local Aid Coordination 
Secretariat gender strategy.

In the light of the discussion above on the impediments to 
women’s economic participation and the recommendations 
proposed to address them, the above strategies/plans can 
be classified into three main categories:

1. Strategies/plans that do not incorporate gender 
issues in their visions, concepts and proposed 
policy measures or at best tackle these issues 
superficially. Among these strategies are the 
housing strategy, the local governance strategy 
and the energy strategy. These documents do not 
recognize the situation of disadvantaged women 
in terms of access to resources. Thus, no efforts 
are exerted to address access to resources and the 
differential requirements for women within these 
sectors. Therefore, it is very important for the 
Ministries of Women’s Affairs and Planning to work 
with the concerned departments in these ministries 
to ensure they have a better understanding of the 
situation of women and how these strategies deal 
with women’s needs and priorities.

2. Strategies/plans that recognize women’s inferior 
position in the economy and suggest remedial 
interventions. However these strategies fail to deal 
with the structural economic causes that lie behind 
women’s inferior position in the labor market. For 
example, the National Development Plan (2011-
2013) provides an insight into the development 
trajectory in the oPt and recognizes the importance 
of bridging gender gaps and providing women with 
opportunities to participate in economic activities 
such as entrepreneurship and labor. However, 
the plan does not provide any insight into ways 
to address the erosion of the productive capacity 
of the economy, particularly the inferior position 
of women in labor market through a coherent 
and consistent set of interventions to ensure that 
economic agents are able to produce, market 
and generate profit. Most importantly, none of 
the measures and mechanisms included in this 
plan provides any protection to local producers 
and manufacturers from destructive competition, 

especially from the Israeli side. On the contrary, 
the plan views that openness to Israel and the 
rest of the world improves the competitiveness 
of economic agents. This may be the case in some 
economies. However, because of the colonial reality 
in the oPt, failure to protect the local economy has 
led to the erosion of the productive capacity of the 
economy. It has also led to negative dependence 
on Israel with harmful consequences for workers, 
especially women.

This is also the situation with regard to the National 
Cross-Sectoral Gender Strategy that tackles a 
broad spectrum of policies and recommendations 
dealing with the empowerment of women in 
the labor market. However, this strategy lacks a 
clear vision in terms of addressing demand-side 
factors that determine women’s participation 
in the labor market, with the exception of the 
following objective: “providing job opportunities 
for unemployed women with 13 years of education 
or more”. However, the Strategy does not provide 
mechanisms to achieve this objective in terms of 
addressing the economic structural determinants 
of women’s participation the labor market in the 
oPt which are at the heart of the inferior position 
of women in the economy.

That is why it is important that the creation 
of job opportunities is done by enhancing the 
productive capacity of the economy in sectors such 
as manufacturing, information technology and 
agriculture and by reducing dependence on Israel. 
This should be the focal point of any strategy that 
aims at increasing the participation of women in 
the labor market. This includes making economic 
projects profitable by reducing production costs, 
creating marketing opportunities and promoting 
exports. This is what many countries have done 
over the years. However, the Israeli occupation and 
Israel’s ability to stifle and restrict the movement 
of goods and services abroad are obstacles facing 
this achievement. In addition to the above, there 
is another important factor which is the ability 
to protect the market from cheap Israeli goods 
which gradually weaken the competitiveness 
of Palestinian goods and commodities. These 
policies were implemented by the Southeast Asian 
countries in the 1950s and recently by emerging 
economies such as Israel, Brazil and India.

Most importantly, focusing on the predicament 
of women with 13 years of education or more 
in the National Cross-Sectoral Gender Strategy 
constitutes, in part, a big problem on two levels: 
first; it is true that the unemployment rate among 
this group of women is statistically the highest, but 
this is partly because the labor market-share of this 
group is large. Therefore, their problem is more 
visible than the problem of other women. Instead, 
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the Strategy should give equal attention to the 
absence of women with 9-12 years of education (the 
largest segment of women) from the labor market. 
The absence of this group is associated with the 
employment structure in the labor market which 
is biased to women with low levels or high levels 
of education. Thus, by focusing on women with 
13 years of education or more, the Strategy may 
perpetuate a bias that already exists in the labor 
market in favor of higher education and the service 
sector. The donor-funded projects of the Ministry 
of Planning on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment and the gender survey conducted 
by the Local Aid Coordination Secretariat reflect 
significant issues related to gender differences. 
Among these issues are institutional impediments, 
society’s perception of women’s labor, promoting 
better coordination on gender issues, strengthening 
the capacities of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs 
to effectively mainstream and follow-up gender 
issues, and supporting institutions concerned with 
women’s economic empowerment. None of these 
documents address obstacles facing the economic 
empowerment of women on the demand side of 
the labor market. These plans do not address the 
economy’s ability to create new forms of work for 
women. When these structural impediments to 
women’s economic participation are not tackled, 
the scope and effectiveness of institutional 
measures and awareness campaigns are in doubt.

3. Strategies/plans that seek to address the inferior 
position of women in the labor market through a 
comprehensive approach that takes into account the 
need to create more employment opportunities for 
women. These strategies/plans include the plan of 
the National Committee on Women’s Employment, 
the strategy of Ministry of Agriculture and the 
UNDAF which recognizes that part of the problem 
that faces women in the economy is attributed to 
the absence of economic opportunities for women 
as a result of the erosion of the productive capacity 
of economy and dependence on Israel. It also 
offers some suggestions for reform. The strategy 
of the Ministry of Agriculture refers, for example, 
to the importance of supporting women’s projects 
and women’s production cooperatives to develop 
a database for women in the agricultural sector. 
It also refers to the importance of increasing 
women’s access to financial and material resources 
and sources of knowledge and supporting women’s 
creative initiatives in agriculture. In the same 
context, the UNDAF (2012) emphasizes that:

The programs under this outcome will seek to 
address important issues that affect the social and 
economic situation of women as defined in the 
comprehensive analysis, including the shrinking 
productive base of the economy (that is why they 
target sectors such as agriculture, manufacturing 

and tourism) exclusion and limited and unequal 
access (that is why they target women and young 
people).

Although these plans shed light on the demand-side 
impediments to the economic empowerment of women, 
there must be a process to develop the interventions 
addressing the backward and forward linkages in the 
production process and the market’s ability to absorb 
products of all forms of work, especially women’s work.

One final point related to cooperation between 
strategies/plans and budgets with regard to addressing 
gender differences in access to economic resources, labor 
and employment: the strategies must stress structural 
impediments constantly facing women. In other words, 
it is important to recognize the need to improve the 
productive capacity of the economy and at the same 
time protect producers. Women must play a clear role 
in the various plans, such as the National Development 
Plan, the housing, agriculture, and donor funding plans, 
etc. Currently, although the targeted interventions 
are not contradictory, they are closer to a set of policy 
recommendations rather than strategic interventions.
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5
WOMEN AND 
ASSETS

THE MISSING LINk



69 Building Ties, Towards Integrated Strategies & Policies for Empowering Palestinian Women

5.1. Background and 
Context
5.1.1. Access to assets, not just income
Over the last two decades, most women’s economic 
empowerment initiatives in the oPt have mainly focused 
on enhancing women’s access to income. These activities 
have taken two main tracks: (1) providing training and 
other services in order to promote the integration of 
women into paid work; or (2) developing microcredit 
facilities to support women’s self-employment through 
income-generating projects. These two types of initiatives 
are of particular importance, but their overall impact is 
limited in terms of expanding economic opportunities 
for women. Women continue to constitute a small 
minority of the formal workforce, with the continuation 
of very high unemployment rates (the female labor force 
participation rate stood at 17.4 per cent in the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip in 2013, while the unemployment 
rate of Palestinian women stands at 32.9%). Microcredit 
programs continue to be of significance for providing 
working capital to small-scale women entrepreneurs. At 
the same time, the implementation of these programs 
is limited mainly to women who are already engaged 
in small-scale economic activity. As such, microcredit 
is not considered a mechanism for first-time women 
entrepreneurs and so it does not provide solutions to the 
large number of unemployed Palestinian women who do 
not have previous work experience.

Women’s access to employment and income-generating 
opportunities will continue to pose a major challenge 
and therefore it should remain an important priority. 
The priorities should also include women’s access to and 
control over assets.

There is a growing global recognition of the importance 
of asset ownership for the economic welfare of the 
household. This is because assets have two main 
functions:

1. As social safety nets: assets strengthen the 
household ability to cope with macro shocks 
(such as financial crises, wars and natural 
disasters) as well as shocks at the household 
level (loss of income as a result of divorce, illness 
or death). The ownership of land, buildings or 
capital goods provides security against loss of 
income. For example, owning a house and/
or land means stability and not having to face 
eviction from the place of residence as a result 
of the inability to pay the monthly rent. These 
assets can also be used for consumption or sale 
when there is no other source of income.

1. As an income-generating mechanism: assets can 
be sources of production or serve as collateral 
for a loan or credit from lending institutions. For 

example, the land can be used for a production 
project, and buildings can be rented to obtain 
income or used for work purposes. Bank loans 
and children’s ability to obtain higher education 
mostly depend on the availability of assets 
which can be used as collateral.

Thus, it is not surprising that the lack of access to assets 
is strongly associated with vulnerability. Households and 
individuals who do not have assets are more vulnerable to 
poverty and destitution while households and individuals, 
who own assets, are more able to resist and overcome 
economic crises (World Bank, 2007).

5.1.2. The Gender Asset Gap
Globally, women face a widespread and deep-rooted 
gender situation in relation to access to assets in what is 
called a “gender asset gap,” where men are more likely 
to own assets, especially productive and financial assets 
(Deere 2006, World Bank 2008).

Men are the primary beneficiaries from asset 
acquisition channels, which are usually based on 
gender discrimination. These channels include the law 
or traditions (inheritance laws and/or traditions), the 
market (through access to income) and state transfers 
(retirement salaries, land distribution or other projects) 
(Deere 2006, Grown 2005). Access to the market may 
be one of the most important advantages that enable 
men to use their income to acquire assets, which often 
remain individually owned. As for women, they have less 
access to the market. Women are at a disadvantage as 
they own assets through limited channels, such as dowry 
or inheritance. In both cases, they usually obtain assets 
of less value than those available to men or are given a 
smaller share.

In addition to the unfavorable situation of women in 
terms of access to assets, social traditions (and sometimes 
the law) often limit their access to potential or expected 
assets. For example, within the context of marriage, 
informal or household work enables husbands to acquire 
assets which wives have no legal share in. A common 
pattern observed by researchers regarding the gender 
asset gap is that men tend to collect and accumulate 
assets during the life cycle, while women tend to spend 
down their assets on the needs of the family and children 
(Doss et al 2009). Finally, even when the law gives women 
the right to inheritance and ownership, customs and 
traditions often limit their ability to claim their rights 
and force them to refrain from claiming their rights in 
inheritance and in family assets.

In the Palestinian context, women are at a disadvantage 
regarding the channels of acquiring assets compared to 
men.

The obstacles that women face in benefiting from any 
of these channels do not stem from the literal text of 
the law. Rather, they stem from deeply rooted gender 
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discrimination and biases in the economy and society. 
Women’s limited access to the labor market leading to 
their employment in low income jobs is the main obstacle 
to their access to independent assets through market-
related channels. It also prevents them from being able 
to accumulate assets through income or pension funds 
or benefit from asset projects provided to employees 
such as housing projects. Consequently, the channels 
not related to the market become more important for 
women, although not without obstacles and restrictions. 
While women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip have legal 
inheritance rights (although it is a biased legal principle 
where a female gets half of a male’s share), customs 
and social norms usually deprive women of their rights. 
The only way to acquire assets is through dowry upon 
marriage. However, as it is the case worldwide, the 
potential value of these socially acceptable assets is low 
compared to the type of assets owned by men. Also, 
women in Palestine – as it is the case for other women 
all over the world – tend to spend their dowries (which 
are often gold jewelry) on behalf of the family during the 
cycle of marriage.

Main channels for acquiring assets within the Palestinian 
context

Wages/income

Pension/maintenance

Employees’ housing 
projects

Ways related to the market

Inheritance

Dowry

Ways not related to the 
market

5.1.3. Effects
While it is an issue of gender equality and justice, women’s 
lack of access to assets at a global level has many negative 
social consequences. The impacts and consequences 
are clearer on women (and their children) who become 
economically vulnerable as a result of the loss of marriage 
through separation, divorce or death. In the worst-case 
scenario, divorced women or widows and their children 
are left without a home/safe haven and without a steady 
source of income. They do not have land or capital goods 
enabling them to generate income during these difficult 
circumstances. Even within the framework of marriage, 
the absence of assets increases women’s vulnerability by 
restricting their economic choices. Women who do not 
have a source of income or assets are more likely to stay 
in families where they and/or their children are victims of 
domestic abuse as a result of the absence of alternatives. 
Moreover, the absence of assets and other forms of 
independent economic resources leaves women without 
an influence on family decision-making, including how 
to use and invest economic resources for the benefit of 
the family (Deere, 2006). This is an important issue that 
is established in gender and development literature. 

There are gender stereotypes in how men and women 
in poor households determine expenditure priorities. 
Women tend to give priority to investment in food, 
health and education while men tend to give priority to 
“men’s goods” related to their leisure time and personal 
consumption (Doss et al, 2009). Since the ownership 
of assets is important in enabling people to generate 
income through the ownership of productive assets (land, 
machinery) or through providing collateral for loans, it 
explains why women are at a disadvantage regarding 
the diversification of income-generating opportunities 
(Deere, 2006).

In short, it is very important for women to own assets as 
this significantly affects their bargaining power within the 
household. This becomes more important when women 
find themselves economically vulnerable as a result of 
the family dissolution through separation, divorce or 
death. Therefore, the ownership of assets is considered 
an important and decisive element of women’s economic 
empowerment because it increases their bargaining 
power within the household, gives them more choices 
and enhances their ability to respond to crises. In 
addition, it provides them and their children with security 
and protection in case of the loss of the income obtained 
from the male breadwinner (Deere & Leone 2003, Grown 
2005).

5.1.4. Assets related to marriage, 
divorce and widowhood in the west 
Bank and Gaza Strip
The applicable personal status laws in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip provide minimum legal rights regarding 
women’s possession of marital assets in cases of family 
dissolution. Furthermore, the gaps in these laws deprive 
women – in cases of divorce and widowhood – of these 
minimum legal rights through the prevailing patriarchal 
social practices.

In the case of divorce in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, 
the majority of women lose the financial support and 
rights they enjoyed during marriage, in addition to the 
possible loss of the safe family home. In the absence of 
the tradition of common property between spouses, the 
main financial entitlement for women upon divorce is the 
unpaid dowry, and especially the deferred dowry, as well 
as alimony payments, as women do not have a right to 
the assets accumulated during the marriage. However, 
divorced women cannot obtain even these limited 
financial entitlements without legal or other types of 
pressure on the husband (for example, the establishment 
of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs alimony fund was 
an institutional response to the difficulty women face 
in receiving alimony). But when a wife seeks divorce, 
she loses even these minimum rights in return for the 
husband’s consent to give her divorce. In such situation 
in the West Bank, the majority of women lack marital 
assets rights, which means that divorce leaves them 
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in humiliating poverty. As for women who suffer from 
domestic abuse, they have only two choices: to stay in a 
harmful marriage or face a life of extreme poverty.

Also the threatened loss of physical child custody is a key 
mechanism through which divorced women and widows 
are deprived of their minimum legal financial rights in 
case of divorce. The 2009 UNIFEM report on war widows 
in the Gaza Strip provides detailed information about 
how the families of deceased husbands exploit young 
war widows and the patriarchal prejudice inherent in the 
current personal status law in relation to accessing rights 
to child custody to disinherit women and strip them 
of their legal rights related to marital assets and their 
social rights as war widows (UNIFEM, 2009). A follow-
up study prepared by UN Women in 2011 showed that 
after the promulgation of a law (by the Hamas-controlled 
Legislative Council in 2009) widows were given the right 
to child custody for boys until the age of 15 and for girls 
until puberty. The threat of losing custody of children 
used by male relatives against war widows in order to 
disinherit them of their financial rights also ceased. But 
in general divorced women in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip continue to face threats of losing their minimum 
financial rights through the use of patriarchal biases in 
child custody laws.

5.1.5. women’s lack of assets in the 
west Bank and Gaza Strip: Economic 
Effects
A recent study prepared by the Palestinian 
Businesswomen’s Association (ASALA) cites the following 
main constraints facing women’s economic empowerment 
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip:

Access to finance: lack of assets due to traditional intra-
household dynamics, inheritance law and practices.

Regulatory and Legal Environment: high costs and 
regulatory barriers, gender discrimination in the legal 
system pertaining to personal status law governing 
inheritance, marriage, divorce, etc., that control the basic 
freedoms of women. The company and investment laws 
do not serve the needs of micro, small and medium size 
businesses.

Cultural Attitudes: disapproval of women in the 
working world, doubts about women’s competence, 
and perception of women’s income as supportive or 
secondary. Men remain the main breadwinners in the 
eyes of the society (ASALA, 2010).

The above-mentioned constraints are comprehensive 
(social, cultural, legal and financial). They show the extent 
to which the overall environment reinforces gender 
biases against women regarding the ownership of assets. 
As a result, women face a difficult economic situation. For 
example, legal biases and cultural attitudes that consider 

women as economically dependent on men weaken 
women’s access to the market, which in turn leads to 
their lack of access to an independent income (or lack 
of control over their income). Accordingly, women are 
deprived from acquiring independent assets which they 
need to obtain financial loans. This means that women’s 
economic empowerment resources are unavailable.

Even when women are economically active in running 
micro or small enterprises, their inferior position in 
terms of access to assets puts them in a very bad 
economic situation and leaves them unable to expand 
their businesses, increase their profit, or employ other 
women. It is not surprising that the results of microcredit 
surveys in the West Bank and Gaza Strip showed that 
compared to men, women’s micro-enterprises were in 
most cases non-registered and home-based, generated 
less income, and employed a small number of female 
workers (IFC, 2007). In addition, female entrepreneurs 
get smaller loans than male entrepreneurs and their 
businesses are less likely to expand and grow with time 
(IFC, 2007). Moreover, focus group studies about self-
employed female entrepreneurs in the Gaza Strip showed 
that the core assets used in the beginning were a major 
obstacle to the expansion of their businesses. Also, the 
lack of office space for their businesses means that they 
are forced to keep their activities within the framework 
of their homes. Consequently, they are unable to expand 
their customer base as they need to have headquarters 
for their commercial activities (UN Women, 2011).

5.2. Main findings
5.2.1. women’s ownership of assets in 
the west Bank and Gaza Strip
There are very limited qualitative and recent data 
regarding women’s ownership of assets in the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip, but available information indicates 
mostly that women’s ownership of assets is very low.

As shown in the below table, in the comprehensive 
survey conducted in 1999, only 5 per cent of women in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip said they owned assets or 
a share in land (5 per cent in the West Bank compared 
to 4 per cent in the Gaza Strip). Only 8 per cent owned 
a house (or a share in a house) (11 per cent in the Gaza 
Strip compared to 6 per cent in the West Bank). The 
survey also revealed that less than 1 per cent of women 
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip owned a car or a share in 
a project. It showed that ownership of assets was slightly 
higher among economically active women in the West 
Bank. A study conducted in 2010 showed that about 30 
per cent of women owned a land or a share in land, and 
11 per cent owned a house.
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Results of studies on women’s ownership of assets 1991/1999/2010

1991

West Bank and Gaza 
Strip

1999

West Bank and Gaza 
Strip

2010

West Bank (economically 
active women only)

Car - 1% 15%

land (or share in land) 8% 5% 29%

House (or share in a house) 9% 8% 11%

Bank account 8% 12% NA

Private investment project 
(or share in a project)

- 0.2% 5%

Jewelry 48% 53% 52%

Other assets 9% 9% NA

Source: 1999 data: Institute for Applied International Studies; 1999 data: PCBS; 2010 data: ASALA 2010

All the surveys showed that the dominant types of 
personal assets owned by women are financial assets 
– primarily jewelry and to a lesser extent personal 
bank accounts. In 1994, only 8 per cent of women had 
their own personal bank accounts and this percentage 
increased slightly in 1999 to 12 per cent. There is no 
wonder that the majority of these women are engaged in 
the workforce. In all years, savings in the form of jewelry 
were the top category of women’s assets, because they 
are the only “traditional” and socially acceptable form 
of property provided by the society to women upon 
marriage as dowry. In 1994, 48 per cent of women (37 
per cent in the Gaza Strip compared to 57 per cent in 
the West Bank) said that they owned gold jewelry which 
they could dispose of freely while in 1999, 42 per cent 
of women in the Gaza Strip said that they had personal 
savings in the form of jewelry or savings compared 
to about 74 per cent in the West Bank (PCBS, 1999). 
In addition, a survey conducted in 2010 that covered 
economically active women in the West Bank showed 
that jewelry was the primary form of personal/individual 
assets (52 per cent), but women were not asked if they 
had independent bank accounts or not.

From the demographic perspective, the 1999 survey 
showed a number of important patterns. Although the 
percentage is low in the two regions, women in the West 
Bank were more likely to own a share in land, while 
women in the Gaza Strip were more likely to own a house 
or a share in a house compared to their counterparts in 
the West Bank. In terms of age, older women (65 and 
above) were more likely to own immovable property (a 
house, land, or a share in them) and most of them were 
widows. In contrast, women’s ownership of financial 
assets, including jewelry decreased. With respect to age, 
younger women were more likely than older women 
to own financial assets. This pattern is in line with the 
international pattern, where women tend over time 
to spend down their assets on household welfare and 
happiness. In the Palestinian context, women acquire 

gold jewelry upon marriage and they often spend it on 
behalf of the household during the life cycle.

The 2010 survey on economically active women in the 
West Bank indicates that access to the market relatively 
enables women in the West Bank to acquire important 
assets, especially in terms of land ownership. However, 
due to the lack of data about unemployed women or 
Gaza women for the same year, one must be careful in 
reaching conclusions based on this data with respect to 
the impact of women’s income on their access to assets.

5.2.2. Inheritance
As mentioned previously, due to their very low labor 
force participation rate, the majority of women in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip are unable to obtain 
independent assets using their income. In such a 
situation, for the majority of women, inheritance is not 
only the main mechanism to obtain high-value assets 
(including immovable property), it is also the only and 
most important one. The applicable Islamic family law in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip gives women inheritance 
rights. However, many documents show that customs 
and traditions in the Palestinian society have historically 
prevented women from claiming those rights, particularly 
with regard to immovable property such as a share in 
the family house or land (Moors). Thus, the main gap in 
women’s inheritance rights is not the result of religious 
laws, but of local customs which in fact contradict with 
religious beliefs. In any case, there is evidence in the 
last decade that women are becoming more defiant of 
traditions and are claiming their inheritance rights more.

With respect to inheritance indicators, the 1999 PCBS 
survey on the ownership of and access to resources 
remains the baseline survey. Recent findings from a 
survey conducted in 2013 (by the Institute of Women’s 
Studies, Birzeit University) indicate that there is an 
increase in the number of women who demand their 
inheritance rights, as well as in the number of women 
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who enjoy their full entitlement or part of it since the end 
of the millennium. As shown in the table below, between 
the two periods covered by the two surveys, the number 

of women who did not claim their inheritance rights 
decreased significantly from 64 per cent in 1999 to 38 per 
cent in 2013.

women and inheritance: key indicators 1999 – 2013

Women only 1999 2013

% of women who had a potential inheritance claim 25% 13%

% of women who did not claim their inheritance 64% 38%

Source: PCBS; IWS, Birzeit University, 2013
* The 1999 survey asked if women had a potential inheritance at any time, while the 2013 survey asked only if they had a potential inheritance 
in the past five years.

The 2013 survey found that although a relatively high 
proportion of women (38 per cent) did not claim their 
inheritance, 33 per cent of them received their shares 
automatically and 28 per cent effectively claimed the 
inheritance which they were denied. This indicates that 
there has been significant progress towards realizing 
women’s inheritance rights since the end of the 
millennium. However, the realization of their full legal 
rights remains an important goal.

The two surveys did not use the same questions when 
they asked why women did not demand their shares; 
but we can make some general comparisons. In 1999, 
the highest answer was that they simply did not claim 
their shares, and the second highest answer was that 
the amount of inheritance was not worth the trouble. 
In 2013, for 42 per cent of the respondents there was a 
variety of reasons and considerations, which included: I 
do not need my share; the amount of inheritance is not 
worth the trouble; and I see it not appropriate to demand 
it. All of these answers have equal proportions (13 per 
cent). While there is no data from any of the two surveys 
about the real value of the inheritance shares that the 
women may have received, women’s answers clearly 
indicated the potential value of their inheritance shares 
(which was usually converted to cash). A key factor for 
not claiming their shares was the potential problems that 
they could face if they did.

In terms of the amount of the total share that women 
received, there is also a big increase in the number 
of women who received their full inheritance shares 
between 1999 and 2013. In 1999, among the total 
number of women who had a potential inheritance claim 
(including those who did not make claims), 20 per cent 
received their full shares and 12 per cent received part 
of their shares, while 67 per cent did not receive any of 
their shares. The 2013 survey asked only the women who 
automatically received their shares or who demanded 
their shares about the shares they received. It was found 

that 51 per cent received their full shares, 19 per cent 
received a part of their share, and 18 per cent did not 
receive any of their shares (although they claimed them). 
9 per cent of those women still have pending cases.

Despite the overall positive trend, evidence indicates that 
women’s increasing access to inheritance rights may face 
increasing obstacles and conflicts. In 1999, the majority 
of women (64 per cent) did not claim their inheritance 
rights, which indicates that most women did not defy the 
prevailing traditions. In 2013 an equal majority, around (62 
per cent), demanded their rights, but almost half of them 
(46 per cent) had to claim their rights rather than receive 
them automatically. A series of focus groups conducted 
in the Gaza Strip in 2010 with women who claimed their 
inheritance rights showed that women faced threats and 
actual physical violence from their male relatives (usually 
brothers) (UN Women, 2011). Moreover, women who do 
attempt to claim their inheritance rights usually receive 
only a small portion of them and only after protracted 
conflict often involving the courts (UN Women, 2011).

5.2.3. Gaps between women’s 
contribution to family income and their 
control over assets

Agriculture
As indicated in the table below, women constitute almost 
22 per cent of the permanent agricultural employment in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, but they make up less than 
5 per cent of agricultural holders. This gap between the 
contribution to production and ownership of agricultural 
assets is more visible in high-production agricultural areas 
in North West Bank where women constitute less than 6 
per cent of agricultural holders but make up almost 30 
per cent of the permanent agricultural employment.
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Table: Percentage distribution of agricultural holders and agricultural employees by gender in the west Bank and 
Gaza Strip, 2004 – 2005

Distribution of agricultural holders by gender Distribution of agricultural employees by 
gender

Men Women Men Women

oPt 95.5 4.5 77.8 22.2

west Bank 95.3 7.4 75.7 24.3

North 94.3 5.7 70.2 29.8

Middle 95.1 4.9 80.9 19.1

South 97.0 3.0 84.1 16.9

Gaza 97.0 3.0 92.1 7.9

Source: PCBS Farm Structure Survey 2004-2005 (December 2005)

Furthermore, the survey shows that while women 
constitute 31 per cent of permanent workers in orchards 
(32 per cent in the West Bank and in 6 per cent in the 
Gaza Strip), they constitute less than 5 per cent of orchard 
owners. According to PCBS labor force surveys, the 
overwhelming majority of women working in agriculture 
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip are classified as “unpaid 
family members.” This proves that women work in their 
family farms but they do not have access to an independent 
income or control or own agricultural assets, which mostly 
remain under the control of men within the family. The 
gap between women’s contributions and their economic 
rights in agriculture also extends to donor support to 
agriculture as women do not benefit from this support. A 
survey conducted in 2008 on donor support to agriculture 
shows that a total of USD 36 million was expended 
on the agriculture sector, of which approximately USD 
980,000 was expended on activities targeting women (APIS 
69, 2008). The report found that “from the data, it can be 
determined that there is lack of focus in the agricultural 
sector on women and the essential role they play in 
agriculture” (APIS 69, 2008).

In the various surveys and focus groups, female 
agricultural workers in the West Bank and Gaza Strip 
recorded low points on a number of indicators, including 

education, age at first marriage and decision-making and 
control over income (UN Women, 2011). These results 
indicate a strong correlation between low-empowerment 
and lack of access among women working in agriculture.

5.2.4. Economic rights of divorced 
women and widows
There is an acute shortage of data related to divorce and 
widowhood in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. No data is 
available on the annual rates of divorce or widowhood 
since the mid-nineties when PCBS stopped collecting such 
data from the Sharia Court records. In addition, there is 
a lack of data on the economic and social conditions of 
divorced women and widows in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip as well as on the welfare of their children. Finally, 
there is a large data gap with regard to the experience 
of women who seek divorce and obtain it. The available 
data is based mainly on qualitative studies and human 
rights reports. This data cannot provide a comprehensive 
picture (Shehadeh, 2005; Norwegian Refugee Council, 
2008; UN Women, 2011). However, despite the lack of 
data, it is generally known that the current economic 
rights of divorced and widowed young women are not 
enough.

Perceptions of the current economic rights of young divorced and widowed women by gender and region (2013)

yes, the current applicable laws give women sufficient economic support in case of divorce

west Bank Gaza Total

Male Female Male Female Male Female

31.5% 26% 51% 45% 41% 35%

yes, the current applicable laws give young widows and their children sufficient economic support and protection.

28% 28% 49% 47% 38% 37%

Source: IWS, Birzeit University/ AWRAD, 2013
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In general, a significant minority of men (40 per cent) 
and one third of women (35 per cent) in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip think that the current economic rights 
given to divorced women are insufficient while less than 
40 per cent of men and 37 per cent of women think 
that the current economic rights of young widows are 
sufficient. There is a strong regional gap, as the number 
of men and women in the Gaza Strip who think that the 
current economic rights for young divorced and widowed 
women are sufficient is greater than the number of their 
counterparts in the West Bank. Although women (in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip) support greater economic 
rights for divorced women more than men, there is no 
gender gap in the two regions in respect to the attitudes 
toward the current economic rights of widows.

5.2.5. Specific Challenges/obstacles
As previously mentioned, the discrimination and bias 
against women’s access to assets in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip (and women’s economic empowerment in 

general) are comprehensive and create a recurrent 
dynamic leading to a severe and persistent socio-
economic situation for women. This requires adopting 
a comprehensive approach and at the same time 
developing practical strategies focusing on the specific 
obstacles facing women’s access to certain types of 
assets. In most cases, the law and the dominant trends 
are the biggest challenge. In other cases, the weak 
financial situation of women is an obstacle to overcoming 
their crippling conditions and the resulting consequences 
(for example, when women do not have the resources to 
file a lawsuit). In other cases, the applicable law can be 
used to challenge the social obstacles in principle.

For example, regarding women’s access to inheritance 
rights, the main obstacles are not in the text of the law, 
but in the dominant traditions and trends. The findings 
of the survey conducted in the Gaza Strip and West Bank 
in 2008 indicate that one-third of the society feels that 
the law is enforced. This means that the society is aware 
of the gap between rights and implementation when it 
comes to women claiming inheritance (AWRAD, 2008).

Trends and attitudes toward women’s inheritance rights (2008) west Bank Gaza Strip

Under the applicable law, a woman inherits half what a man can inherit. Do you think this law is enforced in our 
society?

Yes 30.5% 28.9%

To some extent 39.2% 42.9%

No 28.4% 26.5%

I don’t know 1.8% 1.7%

Should the courts and enforcement bodies apply these laws by force in respect to inheritance and ensure that 
men and women obtain their shares?

Yes 93% 93%

No 5% 5%

I don’t know 2% 2%

Regarding the modified inheritance laws currently in force

They should be kept as they are so that women get half the share of men 78% 80%

The law should be amended to enable all people (men and women) to receive 
their shares of the inheritance according to their needs and their conditions

8% 7%

The law should be amended to give equal shares to men and women 10% 10%

I don’t know 3.7% 2%

Source: AWRAD , 2008

Although more than 90 per cent of the respondents in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip agreed that the law should be 
implemented by force (meaning that they have a desire to 
provide support for women who claim their rights), every 
day women who attempt to claim their rights face strong 
social obstacles. For example, data from a focus group 
conducted in the Gaza Strip in 2010 showed that women 
who demanded their shares in inheritance faced multiple 

obstacles, including threats and actual physical violence 
from a male family member (UN Women, 2011). The 
study found that women who defied threats and obtained 
their shares in inheritances by going to court received 
only a small portion of them, taking into consideration 
that the courts put pressure on the concerned women to 
take a smaller share (UN Women, 2011). Thus, it is not a 
surprise that the PCBS survey found that the majority of 
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women (64 per cent) in the West Bank and Gaza Strip did 
not demand their inheritance, because of the enormous 
obstacles they face in this regard (PCBS, 1999(.

The results of the focus groups conducted by Tawasol 
Centers in the West Bank regarding issues of inheritance 
confirm that despite the fact that more women are 
interested in claiming their inheritance rights, social 
pressures are still an obstacle that faces women who 
claim these rights. It seems there is a growing split 
among women, in different age groups, on the principle 
of the right to inheritance. Some participants in the 
focus groups mentioned that older women (along with 
men) often encourage the traditional patriarchal norms 
which are against women’s access to their rights. These 
results also show clear differences from one region to 
another. Women in Salfeet area are more likely to claim 
their right to inheritance, even though they – according 
to the participants – usually receive a portion of their 
legal shares. Some women pointed out that when the 
inheritance is land, male relatives use a common trick 

by apportioning lands on the Israeli side of the Barrier 
to women in inheritance settlements. Thus women 
obtain their shares “on paper” only without any practical 
value. In Hebron, indicators show that more women 
are demanding their inheritance rights. These women, 
however, face a stronger social reaction towards this 
demand. In this context, a female activist in a women’s 
center said that the center deals with an increasing 
number of women (one or two every week) who suffer 
from violence by brothers because they demand their 
inheritance right. In Jericho, on the other hand, according 
to participants in the focus group, the vast majority of 
women continues to comply with traditional social norms 
and do not claim their inheritance rights.

While there are no legal obstacles to registering family 
assets in the name of a living spouse, social norms 
strongly oppose this trend. Recent findings (Institute of 
Women’s Studies, Birzeit University, 2013) indicate that 
men generally resist women’s right to own marital assets 
in case the marriage ends.

Should women have a share in marital assets in cases of divorce? Males Females

Yes, but only those assets to which a woman has contributed directly. 41% 46%

Yes, the law should recognize the non-financial contributions of wives and mothers 
in building the family wealth.

14% 25%

No, but the current applicable laws must be changed to ensure that women receive 
better support.

8% 10%

No, the current financial rights are fair. 36% 18%

Source: IWS, Birzeit University/ AWRAD Center, 2013

As shown in the table above, men and women support 
women’s rights to assets when they contribute directly 
to these assets (41 per cent of men compared to 46 
per cent for women) unlike when they have an indirect 
contribution to these assets (14 per cent of men and 25 
per cent of women). However 44 per cent of men and 
28 per cent of women feel that women should not have 
any right in marital assets under any circumstances in the 
case of divorce.

5.3. Strategic 
opportunities and policy 
priorities
The following section provides strategic opportunities to 

discuss policies that support women’s access to assets.

1. At the social level

·	 The findings of the last survey show that there 
is a growing general perception that the current 
distribution of assets based on gender considerations, 
the family law (personal status law) and customs and 
traditions are unfair and unjust to women. In spite 
of the gender and regional gap in specific aspects 
related to women’s rights to family assets (or through 
the family law), there is a strong trend to support the 
expansion of women’s rights in this area.

·	 In addition to the survey findings, data from women’s 
organizations indicate that a growing numbers of 
women in the West Bank and Gaza Strip demand 
or are willing to demand their inheritance rights, 
compared to the past decade. These results need 
to be placed in local contexts as found by the focus 
groups conducted by Tawasol Centers in the West 
Bank. The increase in this phenomenon varies from 
one community to another. Moreover, a major 
source for supporting this trend is the family law 
that is based on religion. In other words, women’s 
inheritance claims have religious and legal legitimacy. 
Thus, it is important to put great emphasis on the 
implementation of these rights.
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2. At the institutional effectiveness level
·	 In terms of inheritance: many women’s organizations 

conduct awareness campaigns on the issue of 
women’s financial rights. A consortium of women’s 
organizations (YMCA, Palestinian Working Women’s 
Society for Development, Women’s Affairs Center in 
Gaza, and Danish Church Aid) launched a campaign 
titled “Inheritance is a Right ... Deprivation No” with 
support from the European Union to raise women’s 
legal literacy on their inheritance rights and to provide 
them with legal support. However, the women groups 
at Tawasol centers who participated in the awareness 
campaigns said that the main problem does not lie 
in the lack of awareness, but in the absence of legal 
protection and support for women who wish to claim 
their rights.

·	 A public campaign conducted by women’s groups 
in the Gaza Strip in 2009 was able to influence 
members of the Legislative Council in Gaza and make 
them endorse an initiative to reform the applicable 
family law to stop the use of child custody threats to 
disinherit young war widows.

·	 The Chief Justice of the Sharia courts in the West Bank 
established that the assets of the deceased must be 
registered before distributing the inheritance.

3. The survey findings also show a general social perception 
that the financial rights currently given to divorced and 
widowed women are unfair and inadequate. This means 
that the expansion of their rights is possible. There is also 
evidence that some of the judges of Sharia courts try to 
minimize the economic losses for women seeking divorce. 
For example, in the case of Khula divorce [divorce initiated 
by women], Sheikh Yusuf al-Dais introduced new rules 
in the West Bank in 2012 to complete Khula procedures 
within a period of three months and prevent husbands 
from seeking financial compensation except the dowry .

General policy priorities

1. Inheritance rights, the rights of divorced and 
widowed women.

·	 Establish legal support funds for women who 
want to claim their inheritance rights.

·	 Provide legal support for divorced women (or 
those who seek divorce) to obtain their legal 
financial rights .

·	 Support legislative reforms which criminalize 
depriving women of their legal inheritance 
rights.

·	 Develop mechanisms within the courts to 
support women to claim their inheritance 
rights.

·	 Develop mechanisms for civilian police to 

enforce judgments issued by the courts and 
protect women from threats when trying to 
claim their financial rights.

·	 Push for legal reforms related to women’s access 
to assets, as proposed by the National Coalition 
which is working on amending the family law.

2. In the agricultural sector: developing policies related 
to international players to promote women’s ownership 
of and control over agricultural holdings, including but 
not limited to land, as part of a gender mainstreaming 
approach in agriculture .

3. In the microcredit sector: developing policies related 
to local and international lenders to promote the 
registration of productive assets (small businesses) in the 
name of the women who receive credit.

Appendix
A. Relevance to the Cross-Sectoral National Gender 
Strategy 2011 – 2013

Promoting women’s access to assets intersects with most 
of the Cross-Sectoral National Gender Strategy objectives. 
Therefore, it has direct relevance to Strategic Objective 1 
(to enable women to enjoy family law and civil rights that 
ensure equality and equity). It is also linked to Strategic 
Objective 8 (To improve women’s participation in the 
labor market). This is because assets play an important 
role in empowerment and in generating different forms 
of income for women. As is globally the case, this will 
contribute to Strategic Objective 3 (To reduce all forms of 
violence against Palestinian women) as well as Strategic 
Objective 7 (To increase the protection of women’s 
health.)

B. Relevance to the Millennium Development Goals

Recognizing the gender asset gap as an important 
indicator of women’s empowerment has influenced 
several recent policy initiatives. The UN Millennium 
Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality 
suggests indicators for countries and international 
organizations to use in monitoring the progress toward 
Millennium Development Goal 3 (Grown et al., 2005). To 
a certain extent, information on the magnitude of the 
gender gap will help decision makers to determine to 
what extent Goal 3 has been achieved.

C. Research and data requirements

There is an urgent need to develop and conduct studies 
and surveys on the different aspects of women’s access 
to assets in the west Bank .

·	 The 1999 PCBS ownership and access to 
resources survey is the Palestinian baseline 
survey on the gender asset gap. It is necessary 
to conduct this survey again to collect recent 
statistical data about women’s access to assets. 
Moreover, some new elements must be added 
to the survey to cover issues such as the 
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evaluation of the obstacles faced by women 
who demand their inheritance rights (including 
courts and/or the threat to use violence by 
family members) and the sources of support for 
these women.

·	 It would be useful to carry out a number of 
surveys that focus on sub-categories of women 
(who are hard to reach through the standard 
sampling methods used by PCBS) and on the 
experiences of women who are most vulnerable 
to the lack of access to assets (divorced and 
widowed women). This would help shed 
the light on the social and moral cost of the 
absence of assets security for women and their 
children. Focus studies on the status of women 
in agriculture should also be conducted to 
shed light on the gap between their economic 
contribution and lack of access to assets 
ownership. Reviews of donor programs and 
policies in the microcredit and agricultural 
sectors should also be conducted to assess to 
what extent these programs and policies enable 
women to access/own assets.



79 Building Ties, Towards Integrated Strategies & Policies for Empowering Palestinian Women

References:

·	 Al-Botmeh, Reem. 2011. A Review of Palestinian Legislation from a Women’s Rights Perspective. UNDP/
PAPP

·	 Asala 2010. Women’s Economic Empowerment in West Bank, Palestine. (Palestinian Business Women’s 
Association: Ramallah)

·	 APIS. Agricultutal Projects in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 2008.

·	 Doss, Cheryl, Caren Grown, and Carmen Diana Deere. 2009. Collecting individual level asset data for gender 
analysis of poverty and rural employment paper presented at the FAO-IFAD-ILO Workshop on Gaps, trends 
and current research in gender dimensions of agricultural and rural employment: differentiated pathways 
out of poverty, Rome, 31 March – 2 April 2009. Rome.

·	 Deere, Carmen Diana (2006). “The Gender Asset Gap: What Do We Know and Why Does it Matter?”. 
Feminist Economics. Vol. 1(2)

·	 Grown, Caren et al. 2005. Taking action achieving gender equality and empowering women. London: 
Earthscan.

·	 IFC. 2007. Microfinance Market Survey in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. (International Finance Corporation/
World Bank)

·	 Moors, Annelies. 1995. Women, Property and Islam: Palestinian Experiences 1920-1990. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press

·	 Norwegian Refugee Council. 2011. The Shari’a Courts and Personal Status Laws in the Gaza Strip.

·	 Shehadeh, Nahda. 2009. Justice Without Drama: Enacting Family Law in Gaza City Shari’a Court. Maatricht: 
Shaker Publishing

·	 UNIFEM. 2009. Addressing the Needs of Women and Men in Gaza: A Guidebook for the Humanitarian 
Sector.

·	 UNWOMEN. 2011. Who Answers to Gazan Women: An Economic Security and Rights Research

·	 World Bank. 2008. Gender and asset ownership a guide to collecting individual-level data. Washington, 
D.C.

Data:

·	 PCBS. Ownership and Access to Resources Survey 1999

·	 PCBS. Farm Structure Survey 2004/2005

·	 FAFO. Palestinian society in Gaza, West Bank and Arab Jerusalem: a survey of living conditions. Oslo: FAFO. 
1993

·	 AWRAD. Polling Data February 2008

·	 Birzeit Institute of Women’s Studies/AWRAD, Survey of Attitudes Towards Prevailing Family Law. 2013



80 Building Ties, Towards Integrated Strategies & Policies for Empowering Palestinian Women

6
ACCESS TO jUSTICE

TOWARDS A LEGAL STRUCTURE 
FoR woMEN’S EMPowERMENT
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6.1. Background & 
Context
The Palestinian National Authority has inherited a legal 
system made up of a combination of laws and regulations 
that date back to several historical periods as a result 
of the succession of foreign and colonial powers that 
occupied Palestine. The Palestinian legal system includes 
Ottoman, British Mandate, Jordanian, Egyptian and Israeli 
military laws. In addition, the legal system suffers from 
duplication, as the laws applied in the West Bank are 
different from those applied in the Gaza Strip. Therefore, 
the main objective of the Palestinian National Authority is 
to unify the laws governing the West Bank and Gaza Strip 
and adapt these laws to the changing social, economic, 
and political conditions and developments. In this context, 
mechanisms to develop the Palestinian legal system in 
favor of women’s and gender issues are being discussed. 
The women’s movement has pushed toward legislative 
reforms that adopt equality as a strategic principle in 
the legal structure (UNDP, 2012). However, legal reform, 
under the Palestinian National Authority, is caught in 
a tug of war in opposite directions. These reforms and 
priorities are always determined according to different 
interests and positions. There are the priorities imposed 
by international donor programs, the priorities of the 
ruling authority, the priorities of the civil society which 
seeks to expand the circle of civil rights, the priorities of 
businessmen who seek to increase profits and reduce 
oversight, and finally there are national priorities to end 
the occupation. In this context, several legal changes in 
favor of women have been made. Also effective programs 
have been developed to address women’s issues. One 
of the most prominent achievements is the adoption of 
legislation to achieve equality and grant women their 
basic rights, whether at the constitutional level or the level 
of ordinary laws. However, this context has also produced 
several obstacles, which have slowed down the reform 
process or pulled it in different directions. Therefore, 
some laws still need to be improved and modified.

This paper provides basic conclusions and 
recommendations concerning the law and women from 
the perspective of women’s access to justice and the 
reform framework and its indicators. This paper reached 
these conclusions and recommendations after examining 
the 2008 Palestinian Women’s Bill of Rights and different 
literature on women and the law in Palestine in addition 
to the various government’s plans related to the law and 
its institutions, including the plan of the justice sector, 
the plan of the Ministry of Social Affairs, the National 
Strategy to Combat Violence against Women, and the 
Cross-Sectoral National Gender Strategy 2011-2013. 
Some programs implemented by NGOs have also been 
reviewed (including those providing legal assistance to 
women or improving women’s access to justice through 
legal changes). In addition, this paper draws upon the 
different international conventions on women’s rights 

as well as the different obligations guaranteed by these 
conventions, including the obligations contained in 
the International Convention to Eliminate all Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), or other 
conventions on political action and participation as well 
as the various recommendations made by the different 
conferences. The Palestinian National Authority has 
reiterated its formal and legal commitment to and 
respect of international standards and conventions. 
Thus, key Palestinian legal documents have emphasized 
adherence to international principles and conventions 
even before the recognition of Palestine as an observer 
state in the United Nations. Under the Declaration of 
Independence issued by the Palestinian National Council 
in 1988, the State of Palestine proclaims its commitment 
to the Charter of the United Nations and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. Article 10 of the Palestinian 
Basic Law states: “1. Basic human rights and liberties shall 
be protected and respected. 2. The Palestinian National 
Authority shall work without delay to become a party to 
regional and international declarations and covenants 
that protect human rights.” With regard to women’s 
rights, Presidential Decree No. (19) of 2009 concerning 
the ratification of the CEDAW was promulgated by the 
National Palestinian Authority. The Decree focuses on 
the need to respect and enforce the provisions of this 
Convention by all concerned parties.

This report is based on an understanding of access to 
justice not only by identifying the procedural and tech-
nical aspects that hinder access to justice for those who 
seek it,  but also by expanding the area of   research inves-
tigation and intervention. As such, this understanding is 
based on acknowledging that access to justice is achieved 
when people who seek justice are able to obtain legal ad-
vice that responds to the social, economic and political 
conditions in which they live (Kelly, 2005). However, the 
main determinants used to measure access to justice do 
not only depend on the extent to which laws and regula-
tions comply with international conventions and human 
rights (or with the standard rules for the proper function-
ing of the judicial process), but also on understanding 
how the laws and regulations function within a specific 
legal framework. So they contribute either to increasing 
access to justice or reducing it. This study does not pro-
vide definitive conclusions on specific laws, but it calls for 
approaching legal reform from a broader perspective to 
determine the impact of the interaction between differ-
ent elements within a single legal framework.

As such, this paper presents these conclusions and 
recommendations on three levels: the first offers key 
conclusions related to developing the legal process and 
women’s access to justice; the second presents the 
challenges facing the development of this sector and the 
third presents the most important basic recommendations 
and intervention programs that must be developed based 
on these conclusions.
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6.2. Issues and Trends
6.2.1. The law and women’s access to 
justice is considered a sensitive subject 
at different political levels
Discussions on the issue of the law and women’s access to 
justice come in the framework of the Israeli occupation, 
the restrictions and constraints imposed by the Oslo 
Accords and the reality of occupation for the Palestinian 
National Authority. The Palestinian National Authority is 
often not free to exercise full sovereignty over Palestinian 
land. As a result, demands for access to justice are 
influenced by tensions on the daily, practical level (Kelly, 
2005). On the one hand, these issues affect people’s 
ability to access institutions of justice, particularly in areas 
outside the control of the Palestinian National Authority, 
such as Jerusalem and Area C, while on the other hand, 
they affect the ability of justice institutions to enforce the 
law. In addition, the strength of formal standard rules 
depends on their ability to be translated into practical 
steps, enforce law and guarantee its execution (Kelly, 
2006). In addition, the feminist demands related to 
women’s rights have become subject to political bickering 
among different powers in the Palestinian political arena 
and the women’s movement (UNDP, 2012). As a result, 
the issue of women’s rights is influenced by ideological 
differences which have only led to the disruption of 
reform in important fields related to women (Sh’hada, 
1999). One of the most important fields is the personal 
status and penal laws. The political division between the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip has expanded the legal gap 
between them, bringing back the issue of the duplication 
of laws to square one. New laws are being enacted 
separately in both the Gaza Strip and West Bank. Major 
amendments have been made to the penal and personal 
status laws in both the West Bank and Gaza Strip but 
without these amendments having any effect on each 
other. The political division has also disrupted access to 
justice in many cases where the parties involved live in 
the two regions. In personal status cases, many women 
cannot implement judgments issued by the West Bank 
courts in the Gaza Strip, whether these judgments are 
related to divorce or alimony. 71

6.2.2. Focusing on the essential role of 
legal changes in women’s advancement 
and empowerment
The basic understanding of women’s issues in Palestine is 
based on the fact that the law plays a pivotal role in women’s 
advancement and empowerment. In many cases, women’s 
issues are summarized and understood through the legal 
framework only. The existence and quality of a legislative 
text are considered the main measure of women’s access 

71 Interviews conducted with women and human rights activists between Feb-
ruary 2011 and December 2012.

to justice (UNDP, 2012). Therefore, most reform trends 
focus on the law and its institutions to achieve equality and 
eliminate discrimination. Accordingly:

a) The focus is on introducing key legislative 
amendments to discriminatory texts, especially 
those contained in the penal and personal status 
laws. These amendments aim to make the laws 
more compatible with international principles 
and human rights standards. Recently, a new 
draft penal law has been developed to take into 
account women and their rights more than the 
previous laws (UNDP, 2012). Also, several drafts 
of the personal status law have been launched 
demanding fundamental changes in this law 
including marriage, custody, divorce, common 
property and legal capacity (UNDP, 2012). 
The Cross-Sectoral National Gender Strategy 
2011–2013 calls for empowering women legally 
in order to enjoy equal family rights through 
a range of interventions, including enacting a 
unified family law and developing a system for 
models of the marriage contract and others. The 
Sharia Court Council has issued amendments 
concerning the issues of discord and conflict to 
facilitate their verification. These include the 
possibility to have Khula divorce in the cases 
in which a marriage contract is concluded but 
not consummated. The Council has also issued 
instructions concerning the mechanisms of 
apportionment of inheritance shares to adopt 
procedures that enable an inheritor who waives 
his share to know the real value of the property 
that has been waived, in order to make women 
more aware of the concept of waiver and 
its legal impact. The Ministry of Labor has 
conducted reviews of the labor law to assess it 
on several grounds, including women’s rights 
and empowerment (UNDP, 2012).

b) Legal reform programs focus essentially on 
building the administrative and regulatory 
capacity of the various judicial, legislative and 
executive bodies, in addition to improving the 
legal profession. To achieve this, the capacities 
of justice institutions and the judiciary need 
to be improved. This includes improving the 
infrastructure of these institutions (buildings 
and equipment), providing continuous training 
and education to their staff, raising awareness 
about rights and freedoms, and developing a 
code of conduct for each of these institutions.72 
In recent years, a gender unit was established 
in the Ministry of Justice similar to other 
ministries (such as the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Ministry of Education). This unit aims to 
strengthen the justice sector and its various 
programs and offer suggestions for developing 

72 In this regard, see, for example, the national plan on justice and the rule of 
law 2011-2013 issued by the Cabinet.
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policies that promote women’s rights and 
access to justice (Bahdi, Sawalha, and Junaidi, 
2010).

c) The national plan for justice and the rule of 
law called for developing and institutionalizing 
a legal assistance system to facilitate access 
to legal services73 for poor and marginalized 
groups. Legal assistance programs – especially 
those related to women – are offered by non-
governmental institutions and women’s centers. 
For example, the Palestinian Working Women’s 
Society, the Women’s Center for Legal Aid and 
Counseling, and other institutions and societies 
provide legal assistance services to women, 
especially on personal status issues. However, 
there is no integrated program that provides 
legal assistance to poor and marginalized groups 
yet. The Ministry of Justice has been discussing 
several options and strategies related to this 
subject.

d) Also many goals and interventions related to 
the law and access to justice, whether those 
contained in the national strategies or in the 
various programs of women’s organizations, 
focus on the importance of awareness of 
rights in deciding to seek justice. Therefore, 
they seek to educate women and raise their 
awareness about their rights through seminars 
and workshops. In addition, these centers 
provide legal evidence in an attempt to deliver 
simplified knowledge about legal proceedings 
before courts, especially Sharia courts. Perhaps 
one of these models, for example, is the manual 
on alimony developed by the Women’s Center 
for Legal Aid and Counseling.

6.2.3. Focusing on a formal and 
structural approach to understand the 
law
In spite of the importance of existing legal programs 
focusing on women’s access to justice, in most cases, these 
programs are limited. They tend to deal with the law and 
its institutions from a structural perspective rather than as 
an interactive process. The focus on the structural aspect 
of the law and its institutions is based on a procedural and 
technical understanding of the law with an emphasis on 
the internal process within the legal systems rather than 
outside them (Kelly, 2005). On the other hand, focusing 
on the law and its institutions as an interactive process is 
based on dealing with the formal structure of the law and 
its legal texts while taking into consideration the different 
roles played by the main actors, whether litigants or legal 
personalities, in interpreting the law and determining the 
methods of its application on the one hand and the social, 

73 In this regard, see the national plan for the justice and rule of law sector 
2011-2013.

economic and political conditions which may contribute 
to interpreting the true meaning of the law on the other 
hand. The procedural approach lacks the contextual 
understanding of the law, as the law is influenced by the 
surrounding political, economic and social forces and 
derives its meaning from them (UNDP, 2012). Therefore, 
in the technical approach the focus is on the legal text 
more than the legal practice (UNDP, 2012). Many of the 
demands related to women and the law do not take 
into consideration how the text is used on the ground 
or mechanisms to benefit from the judicial practice to 
enable women’s access to justice. Furthermore, the 
technical approach overlooks the resources to which 
women may resort to have access to justice. In addition, 
this approach overlooks the economic, social and political 
obstacles which may limit access to justice for women. 
There is also a weakness in defining the roles of key actors 
in enabling women’s access to justice. As a result, the 
judicial practice is essential to understanding the extent 
of women’s access to justice, and their relationship with 
the law and the main actors in it. The technical approach 
overlooks the fact that the law is a part of the process of 
enabling women to seek justice, not the whole process 
(Faundez, 2000).

6.2.4. women, under different programs 
of the law and its indicators, are one 
unit
Women belong to different economic, political and 
social groups. In many cases, changes – covered by legal 
reform and development – do not meet the needs of 
the different groups and their mechanisms of access to 
justice (UNDP, 2012). Measuring the impact of legislation 
on different social groups is part of ensuring the 
achievement of the purposes of the law (UNDP, 2012). 
The impact of the law which abides by international 
standards is not necessarily positive on all segments 
of society. Therefore, the development of taxonomic 
indicators to know who the beneficiary is and who the 
victim is may contribute to developing more accurate 
legal programs. These taxonomic indicators help us to 
determine for example the legal effect of the law on 
poor, working, unemployed, young and elderly women. 
This may lead to better knowledge about the law and 
the cases of its implementation. For example, increasing 
legal procedures to protect women from exploitation 
may benefit educated or wealthy women, but it may be a 
burden on poor or uneducated women. It may also limit 
their access to justice and limit achievement of their goals 
quickly and effectively. Increasing procedures may also 
further complicate the situation on the legal level and in 
terms of the number of entities that women may resort 
to in addition to increasing costs and financial burdens on 
women. One example on this is the amendments to the 
system of the apportionment of inheritance shares. Their 
aim is to protect women from being exploited and denied 
their inheritance rights through increasing the procedures 
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and requirements that enable them to know the value 
of what has been waived. However, this procedure 
may also limit women’s ability to freely dispose of their 
inheritance, whether through waiving their share to a 
man or another woman. This may lead some women to 
act outside the framework of the judicial system and the 
procedures governing this process through, for example, 
power of attorney or preliminary contracts that can be 
legally concluded for lands outside the land registration 
system. This procedure may have a negative effect on 
women in Area C while it may have a positive effect on 
women in Area A.

Reform strategies and programs in the justice sector 
also focus on more representation for women in 
justice institutions. In some cases, this participation is 
considered as an indicator of a better understanding of 
women’s issues and consequently better access to justice. 
However, this indicator, although necessary to know the 
extent of women’s participation in the justice sector (and 
this participation is essential), does not provide evidence 
of a change in the institution’s perception of women’s 
issues (UNDP, 2011). In many cases, women working in 
the sector produce the same foundations on which the 
institution is established, without subjecting them to 
criticism on the basis of women’s issues.

6.2.5. legal pluralism and multiplicity of 
conflict resolution institutions
The law is not necessarily the only reference to which 
people resort to resolve their differences and to justify 
their actions. There are multiple standard rules, including 
customary, religious and other standard rules. In many 
cases, the law prohibits certain acts, but this does not 
necessarily mean that people will not commit these acts 
because the law is not the only reference to determine 
the legality of these acts. In this case, these people may 
act outside the law, but within the framework of what 
is religiously or customarily acceptable (UNDP, 2012). 
These multiple dimensions of standard rules must be 
taken into consideration along with their impact on law 
enforcement. Excluding certain rules from the framework 
of the law and keeping them in the circle of legitimacy 
leads to excluding a group of people out of the scope 
of the law and its protection (which, in many cases, 
adversely affects the institution of the law and the group 
that is excluded from the enforcement of the law).

In addition, formal justice institutions work in parallel with 
other institutions and entities which mediate and provide 
conflict resolution mechanisms. People usually resort to 
these institutions (whether these institutions are official 
such as the governorate or unofficial such as tribal judiciary 
or mediators) to resolve and settle their disputes (Institute 
of Law, 2005). These institutions are not necessarily 
traditional, as they may be based on political or economic 
weight available on the ground. In many governorates, 
reconciliation committees have been established to 

settle disputes before going to the courts and formal 
justice institutions. In some cases, the reference of these 
institutions is not legal, meaning that these entities do 
not resort to the law and law enforcement. They seek to 
resolve the dispute by resorting to different mechanisms 
and compromises satisfactory to the two parties or to 
one party at the expense of the other (Institute of Law, 
2005). Many studies indicate that in many cases, the law, 
its rules and texts are present as a reference to resolve 
conflicts (Kelly, 2006). Many development and reform 
strategies overlook the fact that part of conflict resolution 
takes place outside the formal justice institutions and 
that these institutions have the ability to give meaning to 
the law and its enforcement. Thus, they may contribute 
positively or negatively to producing a meaning different 
from the meaning intended by the lawmaker.

In light of the basic conclusions above, there is a margin 
of important strategic opportunities which should be 
legally developed.

6.3. key 
Recommendations
1. less focus on conflict resolution procedures in 
favor of the substantive dimension of access to 
justice.
Reform programs should take into consideration the 
substantive aspect in addition to the procedural aspect 
when developing their programs and interventions. 
The substantive aspect is the extent to which laws and 
regulations are able to achieve the purpose for which 
they were intended. It is not enough for the laws to call 
for equality or to be non-discriminatory. These laws must 
also be enforceable. Therefore, it is important to examine 
the results, not only to create an excellent text of the law. 
An accurate legal and procedural form is important but 
may not necessarily improve women’s access to justice. 
There is a need to develop the substantive aspect of the 
work of justice institutions. Therefore, it is important to 
develop various studies and programs with the relevant 
authorities to achieve the following objectives:

a) Developing interpretation and adaptation 
mechanisms in the judicial work for the benefit of 
women and their cases. Therefore, it is necessary, 
in this direction, to work with various entities in 
justice institutions to support and develop these 
mechanisms and to conduct in-depth studies to 
determine how justice institutions give meaning 
to the text.

b) Developing legal practice in general, not only 
to help women to access justice, but also to 
contribute in giving a different meaning to the 
legal text upon implementation to give women 
more rights. Also, the role of female lawyers 
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in the legal practice must be strengthened in 
addition to providing mechanisms to encourage 
their retention in the profession.

c) It is also necessary to define the roles of key actors, 
including judges, lawyers and administrative 
staff in courts and legal institutions, in giving 
women their rights. There is a need for quality 
information on the work of the courts and actors’ 
role in achieving justice for women.

d) Moreover, there is a need to develop qualitative 
indicators for issues that need to be resolved 
based on the subject at hand, taking into account 
the different groups of women and their attitudes 
toward the law and its institutions. In addition, 
there is a need to develop knowledge not only 
about the number of women who resort to the 
judiciary, but also about the social class, age 
group, educational status, geographical region 
and marital status of these women as well as 
other classifications that may provide a better 
understanding of women’s issues and their 
needs. There is a need to study the experiences 
of women to determine the factors and the 
persons that contribute to enhancing women’s 
access to justice or inhibiting this access.

e) National initiatives and plans must include 
deeper interventions related to the core of the 
process of access to justice, namely the judicial 
practice. It is necessary to monitor this practice 
and to identify aspects supporting women’s 
access to justice to promote them, as well as 
aspects that limit women’s access to justice to 
change them. The quality of the legal text should 
not be the only indicator. Other indicators 
must be developed with regard to the quality 
of the daily practice of this text. For example, 
until now, in spite of the labor law’s emphasis 
on equal rights for men and women at work, 
in many cases, there is discrimination in the 
workplace between men and women. However, 
this discrimination is not visible in the daily work 
of the courts. In other words, there are no cases 
in the courts relating to discrimination in pay or 
other forms of discrimination (UNDP, 2012). This 
means that, for example, the obstacles facing 
women’s access to justice must be examined. 
These may not necessarily be directly linked to 
the legislative text, but once these obstacles are 
known, an amendment might be required in the 
legislative text or through other interventions.

2. Developing programs to accompany changes in 
legislation
Reform programs emphasize the central role of the law and 
thus they ignore a set of basic interventions that contribute 
to giving the law its meaning. So it is necessary to:

a) Develop comprehensive intervention mechanisms 
in the justice sector to achieve better access for 
women in this sector. These interventions must 
include a package of structural changes in favor 
of women. Enhancing women’s participation in 
public positions requires, in addition to changing 
the law, the development of training programs for 
mid and low-level female employees. This would 
allow them to improve and develop their skills to 
assume senior management positions. Strategic 
plans need to determine the key interventions that 
must be built upon to support the law and not the 
opposite. For example, raising the age of marriage 
should not only be a legal text. The sectors and 
areas that suffer from this phenomenon should 
also be targeted through educational and 
vocational rehabilitation programs for girls so as 
to give them different roles in social and economic 
life. The empowerment of working women does 
not only require legal texts, but also programs to 
support these texts in ensuring equality in rights 
on the ground. For example, it is necessary to 
impose a child care system in large enterprises 
to facilitate care for the children of working 
mothers (UNDP, 2012). Therefore, the promotion 
of women’s rights as a strategic objective may 
require two types of interventions, one of them 
is legal related to the legal text, and the other is 
related to supporting this text and its application 
through a series of non-legislative interventions.

b) Take into account the legislative impact on 
the different groups. Some groups may be 
negatively affected by legislative changes which 
we assume to be positive in accordance with 
the procedural and international standards. For 
example, some issues such as Khula’ divorce 
may be useful. However, they may not be useful 
for some poor women. So it is necessary to 
determine the groups that will be negatively 
affected and how. If, for example, we do not 
understand how the courts will impose the 
concept of the costs incurred by the husband, 
and what they include (i.e. how the courts 
estimate costs that must be recovered), we will 
not know how this new amendment affects the 
different women groups and which groups will 
benefit from it and which won’t. Will the poor 
benefit from this law or will it be a burden on 
them? This is not an answer but a question that 
must be raised for each law that is assumed to 
have an impact on several levels.

c) The Ministry of Women’s Affairs must contribute 
to developing legislation and proposing legal 
amendments in favor of women to be able 
to execute what is contained in (a) and (b), 
i.e. developing the legal departments so that 
they not only propose technical legislative 
amendments, but also measure the legislative 
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impact of these laws on women from different 
groups. Besides, frameworks must be provided 
within institutions which contribute to the 
development of programs that support and 
strengthen the laws so that the laws are part 
of a package of comprehensive changes and 
programs.

3. Develop programs that examine and evaluate 
the informal justice system
As noted earlier, informal institutions (official or unofficial) 
play a prominent role in conflict resolution. The roles of 
these institutions must be defined in terms of achieving 
access to justice for women or not. Also this factor must 
be considered when developing future programs, since 
any change in the law may be strengthened or obscured if 
institutions deal with it in a positive way or negative way.

4. Develop mechanisms to resort to international 
conventions and incorporate them in the 
Palestinian legal system
In light of the Palestinian political conditions, the ability 
of the Palestinian Authority to enforce the law and 
affect its interpretation depends on its ability to put 
these principles into action. This is possible through the 
consolidation of the collective rights of the Palestinian 
people, which support the sovereign power of the state. 
As such, it is necessary to work at all political and legal 
levels to develop national legal and political strategies 
that are able to resort to international frameworks with 
regard to the collective issues of the Palestinian people 
by discussing Palestinian women’s issues in international 
fora. On the other hand, mechanisms are needed in 
the Palestinian legal system to localize international 
conventions and convert them into obligations which can 
be invoked before the courts. It is not enough to say that 
there is a presidential decree to ratify CEDAW. What is 
important here is that CEDAW becomes a legal document 
which can be invoked before Palestinian courts. It is 
important not to make commitments that cannot be met.
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7.1. Introduction and 
general theoretical 
framework
Many international conventions and various studies 
underscore the importance of women’s political 
participation. Democracy realizing political participation 
is defined as a process that aims to influence public 
decisions, policies and strategies, in addition to the 
selection of rulers and members of representative 
institutions and influencing them to serve public interest. 
There are several forms of political participation, including 
the exercise of the right to vote and to stand for election, 
participating in debates and discussions, addressing 
criticism, joining partisan and nonpartisan organizations, 
and finally accession to power (Al-Zubaidi, 2003: p.75). 
Some believe that political participation is important 
because it consolidates democracy in the concerned 
society while others link it to higher development rates 
or consider it a right of full citizenship for women. Out 
of twelve countries where women representation in 
parliament is more than 33 per cent, nine of them are 
ranked in the high human development category. (Bari, 
2005).

Many factors affect women’s political exclusion, including: 
1– Political and social discourses in the society (ideological 
factors);   2 – Political structures and institutions; 3 – 
Socio-cultu ral and functional constraints facing women 
(Bari, 2005). The first factor is associated with extent of 
entrenchment of patriarchy as a system that constructs 
a hierarchy of gender relations, which means: “a familial-
social, ideological, political system in which men by force, 
direct pres s ure or through ritual, tradition, law, and 
language, customs etiquette, education, and the division 
of labor, determine what part women shall or shall not 
play in which the female is everywhere subsumed under 
the male” ( R ich, 1977 in Bari, 2005). Patriarchy is not 
static rath e r remained in a flux while intersecting with 
economic, s ocial and political systems of a particular 
society and the status of women in society.

Political factors are related to the traditional view of politics that 
defines it as “an activity, a conscious, deliberate participation in 
the process by which resources are allocated among citizens” 
(Randall ,  1987, p.8). This conception of politics restricts 
politica l  activity only in the public arena and the private 
sphere (of women and family) life is rendered as apolitical. 
Even when women are brought into politics they are entered 
as mothers and wives. In addition, men dominate the politics, 
political parties and culture of political structures that have 
a perspective on issues of national importance which does 
not co n sider the issues of women as political issues and 
ignore them in the politics of their parties. Politics is practiced 
through structures usually controlled by men and is held in odd 
timing s  conflicting with women’s domestic responsibilities 
(fami ly and home). Also the nature of the political system 

(open and democratic versus conservative) affects women’s 
participation, where it is observed that the participation of 
women in the first model is greater.

Socio-cultural factors which perpetuate the subordinate 
stat u s of women are related to the prevailing gender 
role  ideology in society which allocates more resources 
to men (as breadwinners) than women. This is reflected 
in t h e varying degrees of gender disparities in health, 
educ a tion, employment, ownership of property and 
poli tics. Additionally, gender is mediated through class, 
ethnicity, age, health status, etc. Women also find it hard 
to participate in politics due to limited time available to 
them because of their dual roles in the productive and 
reproductive spheres. Moreover, economic factors limit 
this role as more and more money is needed to participate 
in p olitics. Women lack access to and ownership of 
productive resource, limiting the scope of their political 
work. Women often lack social capital because they are 
often not head of communities, tribes or kinship groups, 
res ulting in the absence of constituency base for them 
and means of political participation such as political skills, 
eco nomic resources, education, training and access to 
information (Bari, 2005).

The  previous elements interact with other elements 
sup porting discrimination, for example the society 
bei ng subject to the domination of other powers, be 
the y colonial powers or economic and political powers 
at the global level. This is the case of the Palestinian 
soc iety which is subject to Israeli settlement expansion 
and economic and political dependence on international 
decision-making bodies. These factors significantly affect 
the policies and capabilities of the Palestinian Authority. 
So poverty increases among larger groups of people, with 
further marginalization for some of them, which lead to 
the weak political participation of poor and marginalized 
gro ups.

The  above-mentioned elements mean that the active 
pol itical participation of women cannot be achieved by 
relying on strategies that do not take into consideration 
the  impact of these elements combined.

7.1.1. Enabling environment for 
women’s participation in politics and 
development
Cre ating an enabling environment for women’s 
participation in politics cannot be viewed only within the 
boundaries of a society. It must be linked to global and 
external factors which affect this society and which may 
lea d to poverty and marginalization for many groups. 
The refore, it is important to face and challenge these 
factors to create a supportive environment for women’s 
participation. This must be linked to the rights of people 
to defend themselves and be free from all forms of 
subordination and exploitation. Without changing socio-
cul tural, political and economic structural barriers, the 
goal of gender equality or women’s equal participation in 
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politics and development will remain impossible to attain.

The presence of a democratic system and the participative 
and  decentralized form of governance creates greater 
space for citizens to participate in governance processes 
and structures. This is another element in the enabling 
environment of women’s participation. Human capacities 
are  dependent on the availability of resources such as 
education, health and employment that build capabilities 
and enlarge human choices. Access to education, health 
and employment is directly linked with women’s ability to 
create space for themselves in politics and development.

Con sciousness of political rights and building 
transformative communities such as strong and effective 
wom en’s movements are significant conditions for 
creating an enabling environment that can influence the 
direction of politics and development in favor of women. 
Thi s cannot be done without taking into consideration 
the various roles of women (in reproductive, productive, 
soc ial and political spheres). Provision of childcare and 
care work is vital to enabling women to participate in the 
pol itical and development processes.

7.1.2. General political framework of 
the political participation of Palestinian 
women.
The  demand for women’s equal political participation 
is found in the Declaration of Independence of 1988, 
the  Basic Law of the State of Palestine, the Palestinian 
Women’s Bill of Rights of 2008, international conventions, 
particularly CEDAW, and UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 which addresses the impact of war on women. The 
Isr aeli occupation hinders the realization of citizenship 
in the Palestinian context. In addition, limitations and 
constraints imposed by Oslo accords restricts the ability of 
the Palestinian Authority to define Palestinian citizenship 
and determine who has the right to participate in politics 
and  enjoy the different rights as determined by the 
Constitution. This means that:

·	 There is always tension in the demands related 
to citizenship and equality. In many cases, these 
may contradict with the narrow definition of 
citizenship imposed by Oslo accords (Hammami & 
Johnson 1999). The Palestinian National Authority 
is restricted in many cases from exercising full 
sovereignty on Palestinian land, whether as a result 
of the requirements of the Oslo accords or through 
procedures imposed by Israel on the ground. The 
occupied Palestinian territory is divided, according to 
the Oslo Accords, into three areas: (A), (B), and (C). 
Area A are the only areas under the control of the 
Palestinian National Authority, but, at the same time, 
they are not outside the scope of Israeli control.

·	 Palestinians in Jerusalem and in the Diaspora are 
still outside the control of the Palestinian National 
Authority. The same applies to the movements 

between the West Bank and Gaza Strip, in addition 
to the lack of control over borders and internal and 
external crossings. In other words, the Palestinian 
National Authority does not possess sovereignty over 
the population, land or resources (Jad, 2004).

·	 The Oslo accords have reinforced the political and 
legal separation between Israel and the occupied 
Palestinian territory through checkpoints, the Barrier, 
identity cards, permits, restrictions, and closures 
that form the daily life of the Palestinians. These 
arrangements gave the occupation authority the 
power to determine what rights can be demanded by 
any group and where (Al-Botmeh, 2011).

·	 The international community did not recognize the 
results of the legislative elections, in spite of their 
integrity. The political conflict (and the resulting split 
between Fatah and Hamas, and between the authority 
in the Gaza Strip and the authority in the West Bank) 
has led to many violations of civil and political rights. 
Political participation through elections, in spite of 
its importance, has had limited impact. Although 
some women have assumed political positions at 
the local and national levels, the political conflict 
has weakened other women. Many resignations or 
dismissals affected women who reached decision-
making positions for the first time in their lives.

·	 The expansion of women’s political participation 
is linked to the ability to deepen the concept of 
democracy and democratization in the concerned 
society to achieve political stability and development. 
In the Palestinian case, the Palestinian National 
Authority was not established, according to the Oslo 
Accords, to achieve democracy, but to negotiate on 
the land and constitutional borders to function as 
a quasi-state in light of a balance of power strongly 
tipped in favor of the Israeli side. Israel set conditions 
to structurally prevent the realization of a true 
democracy by linking control over the Palestinian 
economic sources to the ability of the new authority 
to achieve security, as defined by Israel. Therefore, 
the contradiction between achieving democratic 
rights for the Palestinians, especially those who 
opposed the agreements, and achieving security is a 
dilemma with no real solution (Khan et al, 2004).

·	 In light of the weakness of the Palestinian National 
Authority (its executive, judicial and security bodies) 
due to escalating occupation measures against it and 
against its political organizations during the second 
Intifada, in addition to imposing new measures to 
further divide the Palestinian society through the 
deployment of security checkpoints and building 
the Barrier have consolidated local propensity as 
a fait accompli. This was seen in tribalism and local 
loyalties. The customary justice system expanded at 
the expense of the formal justice system. Moreover, 
the platforms of political parties began to focus on 
the “tribal” and family loyalties in local elections. 
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While we must not underestimate the impact 
of kinship and tribalism, this role should not be 
exaggerated and viewed outside of its political and 
situational context. Tribalism is utilized by individuals 
or political organizations in certain cases (local 
elections within electoral systems not based on 
proportional representation) as social capital, which 
is available only for some citizens; so it is always a 
subject of dispute. It is also linked to the elections law 
and the extent of the central authority’s strength or 
weakness (Hilal, 2006).

·	 Questioning the legitimacy of the national elite 
(the middle class), including women’s movement. 
Before the establishment of the Palestinian National 
Authority, the middle class gained its legitimacy from 
its national political and media roles and from paying 
attention to the problems and concerns of the people. 
After the establishment of the Palestinian National 
Authority, this role weakened and little attention was 
paid to social problems associated with the impact of 
the occupation on different segments. This affected 
the Palestinian women’s movement. After the Oslo 
Accords, the legitimacy of these movements (Hilal, 
2006) was not considered to be derived from within 
the Palestinian community, as it was before Oslo, but 
from international conventions and financiers.

·	 The women’s movement became fragmented 
because women did not come together around 
unified social issues, as they came together around 
the issues of national liberation and against external 
aggression. In addition, conservative thought spread 
dramatically among women, and women from most 
sectors supported the Islamic currents in the various 
elections.

·	 Democratic traditions in political life and in Palestinian 
political institutions weakened compared to pre-
Oslo. Monopoly of power and decision-making, 
autocracy, weak institutional traditions, clinging 
to the narrow factional quota system, and lack of 
real accountability and transparency mechanisms 
(Zubaidi, 2003) weakened the institutions of the 
PLO and factions under its banner in general. As 
this was the body responsible for completing the 
stage of national liberation and independence, this 
weakened the PLO’s representation of all segments 
of the Palestinian people, especially in the Diaspora, 
as well as its representation of their interests on the 
international and regional levels. The impact of the 
legacy of the PLO on the Palestinian political system 
continued in the form of weak institutions, the 
absence of accountability, the promotion of factional 
division, and weakness of the necessary mechanisms 
to protect human rights and achieve development 
and effective management of public affairs (al-
Zubaidi, 2003).

·	 The Palestinian political culture is characterized by a 
sense of disempowerment in regards to changing the 

course of political life. Disempowerment is not limited 
to the different social groups, but goes beyond them 
to include various forces and civil society organizations 
such as political parties, trade unions and other 
associations. Thus, many members have left these 
bodies and joined a growing army of political outsiders 
(Al-Zubaidi, 2003). The effects of the deepening 
sense of disempowerment include the emergence 
and spread of selfish and defeatist attitudes such 
as flattery and nepotism in the ranks of   several 
segments of the society (al-Zubaidi, 2003) in addition 
to intolerance, rejection of criticism, and viewing criticism 
as an attack on characters and dignit y  rather than an 
expression of variation in visions and programs (Al-Zubaidi, 
2003). These effects also include the widespread lack of 
political trust, and the increasing number of people who 
do not trust the political system and its institutions, parties, 
orientations and structures as well as society institutions 
and frameworks.

·	 Participation in the elections, (which is one of the 
forms of political participation) is not, in itself, 
a sufficient guarantee for political participation 
that achieves democracy and change, especially if 
the results of those elections are not recognized, 
similar to what happened in the Palestinian case in 
2006, which intensified the economic siege on the 
Palestinian people.

·	 The Palestinian National Authority depends on 
international aid, which somewhat affects the 
volume and purposes of this aid. Consequently, the 
whole development process is affected negatively. 
The great part of the Palestinian National Authority’s 
budget is spent on salaries and operating expenses, 
which stands in the way of implementing strategic 
plans at the national level. This negatively affects the 
implementation of plans, programs and activities, 
in general, and plans and programs related to the 
Palestinian women in particular. Although the 
Palestinian National Authority received a pledge of 
support of USD 7.7 billion to implement the Strategic 
Plan 2008-2010, only 30 per cent is dictated to 
development projects and projects contributing 
to the implementation of reform programs in the 
different institutions of the Palestinian National 
Authority. The remaining 70 per cent is used to offset 
the Palestinian National Authority’s budget deficit in 
the previous years. Yet, after examining the Reform 
and Development Plan 2008-2010, we found that 
the differences between men and women are not 
taken into account in general. The Plan only refers to 
the commitment of the Palestinian government to 
gender issues through incorporating this dimension 
at the target level (the goals and objectives document 
of the Palestinian National Authority); the goal of 
enhancing the quality of life of citizens: justice in 
distributing services, as one of the policy pillars within 
the framework of developing social capital. In other 
words the gender dimension was not one of the main 
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factors in devising the three-year national plan.74

·	 Settlements expansion and the increasing settler 
violence threaten the security of the population, as 
well as their livelihoods. Home demolitions, lack of 
access to services, and dependence on aid are among 
the factors that threaten the lives and welfare of many 
women, especially in the regions near settlements 
and Jerusalem (UN, 2013). Food insecurity among 
female-headed households reached 39 per cent in 
Area C in the West Bank (UN, 2013).

·	 Some women are still in Israeli prisons and some 
released women suffer from social integration problems 
after their release.

7.2. Trends and 
indicators on women’s 
political participation: 
Beyond the numbers
7.2.1. women in decision-making 
positions
Strategic Objective 5 of the Cross-Sectoral National 
Gender Strategy highlights the importance of women’s 
political participation and access to decision-making 
positions. There are three indicators to measure the 
achievement of this objective relating to increasing 
women’s representation in the Palestinian Legislative 
Council, local councils, and professional institutions. 
The Ministry of Women’s Affairs in collaboration with 
women’s institutions and organizations has achieved a 
lot in terms of increasing the representation of women 
in various political positions. Women in the Palestinian 
National Authority and in the civil society, in line with the 
orientations of international development institutions 
(most importantly, the United Nations), have raised the 
slogan of women’s political empowerment and increasing 
their political participation through access to decision-
making positions whether in the authority or in the 
various civil society institutions. This is reflected in the 
“women’s quota” trend which has led to an increase 
in women’s political participation as candidates and 
representatives in many municipal and local councils and 
in the Palestinian Legislative Council. The general trend 
was to increase the number of women in these councils 
from one election to another, as seen in the following 
indicators:

1. The rate of women’s participation in the 
Palestinian Legislative Council, in 2006, 

74 The mentioned figures are provided by the donors in the database of Min-
istry of planning. Therefore, they do not reflect all the obligations given to the 
authority in respect to woman empowerment.

increased to 12.9 per cent75 from 5.6 per 
cent. This percentage is lower than what was 
demanded by women and approved by the 
elections law of 2007 (a 20 per cent quota for 
women). This percentage is also lower than the 
global average (which amounted to 19.5 per 
cent) but higher than the rate of participation 
of women in Arab parliaments, which amounts 
to 10.7 per cent, the lowest in the world, 
according to the UN Women and IPU Map of 
Women in Politics 2012. The turnout in the first 
legislative elections, in 1996, reached 75.9 per 
cent (70.13 per cent in the West Bank and 87.18 
per cent in the Gaza Strip). In the last legislative 
elections held in January 2006, the turnout was 
77.18 per cent, and the percentage of voters by 
district was 45.75 per cent females and 54.25 
per cent males. The candidacy rate, at the level 
of districts, was 15 female candidates out of a 
total of 343 candidates (4.3 per cent) but none 
of them won. This shows the importance of 
political parties for the nomination of women. 
At the lists level, the candidacy rate was 70 
women of a total of 414 candidates (16.9 per 
cent) and 17 women won. Thus, the nomination 
of women in districts and lists reached 11.2 per 
cent (the Central Election Commission, 2006).

2. The rate of women’s participation in local 
councils in the West Bank in 1997 did not 
exceed 0.5 per cent. It reached 1.8 per cent 
in 2000, 18 per cent in the 2004-2005 local 
elections (in both the West Bank and Gaza Strip) 
and 20.6 per cent in the 2012 elections, which 
took place only in the West Bank, according to 
the opposite table.

3. 68.8 per cent of female registered voters in 
the 2004-2005 local elections voted compared 
to 71.5 per cent for male registered voters. 
The percentages are close. The percentage of 
women voters reached 47.8 per cent, which 
indicates a high political participation. The 
percentage of women candidates reached 30 
per cent of all candidates. In addition, women in 
the West Bank occupied chairmanship positions 
in municipal and local councils for the first time. 
This changes the stereotype about the role of 
women in politics. It should be noted that the 
Palestinian refugee camps which include large 
concentrations of population (9.3 per cent 
of the population) (PCBS, 2011, Palestinians 
Population Status in the Palestinian territory) 
do not participate in local elections and they are 
not represented in them. Plus most of the camps 
are run by committees with no representation 
for women and the quota system does not 
apply to them.

75 The percentage now is 12.4% after four members – three men and one 
woman – died.
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Results of local elections 2010\ 2012 by gender and electoral district in the west Bank

Electoral 
district

Total number of 
winners

Total number of winners 
by acclamation

Men Women Total Ratio of 
women to 
the total 
number 
of women 
and men

Men Women Total Ratio of 
women 
winners by 
acclamation 
to the total 
number of 
women and 
men winners

Number 
of women 
who won 
by quota 
not by 
competition

jerusalem 183 45 228 19.7 163 41 204 20.1 1

jenin 315 85 400 21.3 180 49 229 21.4 9

Tulkarem 137 35 172 20.3 72 19 91 20.9 8

Tubas 67 17 84 20.2 28 8 36 22.2 2

Nablus 316 85 401 21.2 202 58 260 22.3 13

Qalqilya 140 35 175 20.0 101 26 127 20.5 2

Salfeet 134 34 168 20.2 31 9 40 22.5 13

Ramallah 
El Bireh

415 113 528 21.4 265 73 338 21.6 14

jericho 40 11 51 21.6 21 6 27 22.2 1

Bethlehem 267 69 336 20.5 188 50 238 21.0 4

khalil 226 53 279 19.0 145 36 181 19.9 4

Total 2240 582 2822 20.6 1396 375 1771 21.2 71

Source: Central Elections Commission (2006). Report of the second legislative elections January 25, 2006. Ramallah: Palestine.

4. The percentage of women employed in public 
services in the government sector is 40.5 per 
cent, according to 2013 data. The percentages 
of women decrease in senior positions, increase 
in mid-level positions and again decrease at the 
bottom. This is an indicator that women have 
higher degrees, as shown in the following table.

5. The number of female ambassadors reached 
five in September 2009 (4.7 per cent), out of 106 
missions of the Palestinian Authority all over 
the world. This percentage decreased to 4.3 per 
cent in 2011 (PCBS, 2012). For the first time, 
women were appointed to serve as governor 
of Ramallah and Al-Bireh and deputy governor 
of Nablus. Also for the first time a woman was 
appointed as president of the Capital Market 
Authority (CMA) and as acting president of the 
Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics.

6. The percentage of female judges reached 11.3 
per cent until 2010 (12 per cent in the West 
Bank and about 10 per cent in the Gaza Strip). 
Two women were appointed in the position of 
Sharia judge for the first time in February 2009, 
in addition to appointing a female Shariah Chief 
Prosecutor (PCBS, 2011, men and women).

7. The percentage of women ministers in the 
thirteenth Palestinian government was 22.7 per 
cent (5 out of 22 ministers).
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Statistics of civil service employees by gender

Professional Rank Male Female Percentage Total

A1 38 6 13.6% 44

A2 85 5 5.5% 90

A3 83 10 10.7% 93

A4 630 81 11.3% 711

A 1324 256 16.2% 1580

B 1393 375 21.2% 1768

C 2300 781 25.3% 3081

First 2242 1015 31.1% 3257

Second 5038 3291 39.5% 8329

Third 7009 6407 47.7% 13416

Fourth 8748 9107 51% 17855

Fifth 10430 9783 48.3% 20213

Sixth 2875 1929 40.1% 4804

Seventh 2561 649 20.2% 3210

Eighth 2318 519 18.2% 2837

Ninth 2247 555 19.8% 2802

Tenth 2578 806 23.8% 3384

Others 822 450 35.3% 1272

Total 52721 36025 40.5% 88746

Source: General Personnel Council, unpublished data, 2013

7.2.2. women’s representation in civil 
society organizations
In the general framework (as in the government) the 
number of women in civil society institutions is increasing, 
but the situation is not better than in the government. 
Women comprised 25 per cent of the General Conference 
of Fatah Movement, 0 per cent of its central committee 
(in 2009), 33 per cent of the Revolutionary Council of the 
Movement, and 11 per cent of the expanded council. 
The Revolutionary Council of the Movement took a 
decision (based on the recommendations of the General 
Conference) that the representation of women shall not 
be less than 20 per cent in the Movement’s organs. The 
representation of women in the Popular Front is: 10 
per cent in the Central Committee, 20 per cent in the 
Branch Central Committee, 11 per cent in the Branch 
Leadership, and 10.2 per cent in the Branch Conference. 
In the Democratic Front, women make up 19.5 per cent 
of the Central Committee in the West Bank, 16.5 per cent 
of the Central Committee in the Gaza Strip, 18 per cent 
of the Central Command in the West Bank, 13 per cent 
in the Central Command in the Gaza Strip, 17 per cent of 
Branch Committees in the West Bank, 9 per cent in the 
Gaza Strip and 6 per cent of Politburo. In the Palestinian 

Democratic Union (FIDA), women make up 30 per cent 
of the Executive Politburo and 19 per cent of the Central 
Committee. It is worth mentioning here that FIDA elected 
on April 20, 2011 the first ever female secretary-general 
of a Palestinian faction, Zahira Kamal (Cross-Sectoral 
National Gender Strategy 2011 – 2013).

These data indicate that the number of women in 
leadership positions in left-wing parties is larger than in 
the centrist Fatah movement. However, this does not 
translate into political power and influence due to the 
low and declining popularity of left-wing parties since 
the Oslo Accords of 1993. Only one woman won at the 
constituency level from the Democratic Front and the 
Popular Front and one from the Popular Front won at the 
party lists level in the legislative elections of 2006. The 
electoral coalition which brought together the Democratic 
Front, the People’s Party and FIDA failed to get a single 
woman elected. Thus, increased representation of 
women in those parties did not translate into increased 
participation of women in general political life.

This may mean that increasing women’s representation 
in these parties is not necessarily reflected positively 
on women’s representation in public political life, or on 
increasing the female popular base of those parties.
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Islamic parties: Islamic parties, which include Hizb 
Al-Tahrir, Islamic Jihad, and the Islamic Resistance 
Movement (Hamas), are opposition parties. On the 
whole, these parties work underground, except, to some 
extent, in the Gaza Strip. The numbers of women in these 
parties are unknown, but women participated actively 
and intensively on behalf of these parties in the 2004 
local elections and the 2006 legislative elections. Women 
are active within these parties and bring to them some 
general women’s issues (Jad, 2008).

Regarding the representation of women in the institutions 
of the PLO, there are 65 women in the National Council 
(8 per cent), 10 women in the Central Council, and one 
woman in the Executive Committee out of 18 members 
(5.5 per cent).

One of the new forms of political participation that 
have emerged over the past decade is the emergence 
of youth groups. Young women play a prominent role 
by participating in political action outside the traditional 
regulatory frameworks for women across the social 
networks. This movement has attracted a large segment 
of young women, including school and university 
students, who played a prominent role after the Israeli 
aggression on Gaza in 2008/2009. They organized the 
“We are all Gaza” campaign by printing the slogan on 
their shirts. Also those young people contributed in the 
campaign launched in March 15, 2011, which coincided 
with protest movements and revolutions in surrounding 
Arab countries such as Egypt and Tunisia in what became 
known as the “Arab Spring”. They raised slogans such as 
“the people want to end the division “ and “the people 
want to elect a new national council”, etc. This popular 
movement was important to reject the static situation, in 
which the split began to widen further on the Palestinian 
level. What is important here is that this movement 
attracted groups of young people from different areas 
(Bethlehem, Nablus, Hebron, Jenin, Qalqilya, and also 
some of the surrounding villages, especially Bil’in). 
Then the same activity was coordinated by Gaza youth. 
These initiatives and campaigns faced interference and 
suppression by the Palestinian security services, both in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip. A number of them were 
arrested for participating in the campaign or because 
of their role on the censored social networks. Also, the 
protesters in the Gaza Strip were attacked and beaten.

It is worth noting here that the role of young women in social 
networks has created new forms of political expression 
and organization, including organizing demonstrations, 
sit-in, hunger strike tents, the use of music, and cleaning 
the demonstration areas after finishing. As such, vigor 
characterized their demonstrations.

Female participation in student councils in Palestinian 
universities averages 26.8 per cent compared to 73.2 per 
cent for males (PCBS, 2012). However, it must be taken 
into account that some universities in the Gaza Strip have 
separate student councils for women, which increases 
their proportion. Also, there are no females in some major 

universities such as the Al-Najah University in Nablus, and 
the Arab American University in Jenin.

Female representation in student councils is of special 
importance as this is the first place that produces future 
women leaders and provides political training to women. 
Thus, this is the best place to apply the quota system to 
give more opportunities to young women to be trained 
on political and social action.

Many youth movements have spread as a result of the 
low popularity of traditional parties, especially after the 
“Arab Spring”. A lot of young women – members and 
leaders – participate in these movements, but outside the 
traditional frameworks of women’s organizations.

7.2.3. women in decision-making 
positions – Beyond the numbers

Strategy to ensure women’s representation in decision-
making positions through quotas

Since the mid-twentieth century, the quota system for 
women has been widely implemented as an effective and 
quick approach to involve women in politics and to rectify 
a historical injustice that has led to their marginalization. 
This is reflected in many international conventions such 
as the Beijing Platform for Action and the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) which focus on the need 
to ensure women’s representation in decision-making 
positions in the formal political structures as one of the 
strategies to empower women, either through legislation 
or in practice. Yet, in the face of this consensus, this 
strategy has been widely criticized in the literature. The 
most important points can be summarized as follows:

1. The presence of women in political structures 
does not necessarily mean mainstreaming 
gender issues in politics or even the 
empowerment of women in politics. In the 
local councils in the West Bank, for example, 
the percentage of women chairpersons is 0.2 
per cent and deputy chairpersons 1 per cent. 
The percentage of women appointed after the 
resignation or dismissal of a number of women 
elected in local elections 2004-2005 was 8 per 
cent (70 women compared to 795 men (92 
per cent). In addition, women’s attendance, 
whether effective or non-effective, in local 
council meetings did not exceed 13 per cent 
compared to 87 per cent for men. Only 11 per 
cent of women signed the minutes of meetings 
of local councils compared to 89 per cent for 
men. The percentage of women chairpersons 
of committees in local councils was 5.7 per cent 
(PCBS 2010, unpublished data). Along with the 
increase of women quotas in local councils, 
there is an increase in control over these 
councils by the Ministry of Local Government 
to dismiss or keep the elected councils. This 
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limits the control of these councils in terms of 
their resources and decisions related to the 
development of the local framework, besides 
the new appointments (UNDP, 2009). So the 
result is marginalizing the role of these councils 
in general and the role of women in particular 
(UNDP, 2009).

Accordingly, it is important to protect the 
democratic principles of participation in the 
Palestinian political system and to create an 
enabling environment to continuously develop 
women’s capacities in the elected councils.

2. Engaging women in politics through quotas in 
the presence of structures and systems that 
discriminate against them would not be effective 
without making a change in the distribution of 
economic and social resources. Women who do 
not enjoy their civil and economic rights will not 
be able to exercise their full political rights (Rai, 
2007). This is reflected in the low percentage 
of women (52.2 per cent) who said that they 
intend to run again for elections, and 27 per 
cent who said they have not decided yet. Only 
20.8 per cent expressed a desire to run again 
(PCBS 2010, unpublished data). The Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs took an important step 
regarding the importance of the distribution of 
economic resources when it introduced gender 
budget audits to ensure a fair distribution of 
economic resources for women. So this step 
reflects the need to focus on this aspect.

3. The quota system is based on established 
assumptions not confirmed by reality. These 
assumptions see women as a homogeneous 
group while women are divided according to 
class, race, religion, political affiliation, age, 
social background (rural/urban areas, married/
unmarried, health status etc.). This was 
confirmed by the Palestinian reality after the 
legislative elections of 2006 and the political 
division in 2007, which made some countries 
stop funding councils and municipalities won 
by Islamists. This has led to an imbalance in 
the distribution of resources and to difficulty 
in achieving the government reform plan. As a 
result some elected women, who were affiliated 
with different political factions, resigned or 
were dismissed. Consequently, the role of these 
women was marginalized and the impact of 
their first experience in political participation 
was weakened as well.

4. The quota system cannot stand alone without 
supportive mechanisms such as affirmative 
action that create an enabling environment 
for women. This is what the gender unit in 
the Ministry of Local Government does, for 
example, in establishing the gender and local 

governance forum to coordinate between 
the ministry and civil society organizations 
concerned with women and local governance 
to develop a feminist vision and strategy for 
local work.

5. The quota system for women cannot be 
separated from the general political framework 
in which this system works. If this general 
framework is based on relations of power 
and hierarchy (because of political affiliation, 
class, etc.), women cannot achieve equality or 
overcome the existing barriers, because they 
play by the dominant rules of the game. They 
cannot change these rules without changing 
their foundations and without developing 
common threads to demonstrate that they 
are marginalized because they are women. 
The results of the municipal elections in 2012 
indicated that the general political framework 
– because of the continuing political divide – 
led to a real lack of competition between the 
different movements and lists. This increased 
the number of people who won political 
positions by acclamation, weakening the 
ability of women to compete democratically. 
In the 2004-2005 local elections, 56.5 per 
cent of women were elected, 37.3 per cent 
won by quota, and only 6.2 per cent won by 
appointment. The percentage of women who 
won by quota and appointment was 43.5 per 
cent. The 2012 election results indicated that 
the proportion of women who won by quota 
amounted to 2.5 per cent of the total number of 
winners and 12.1 per cent of the total number 
of women winners. The percentage of women 
who won by acclamation reached 21.2 per cent 
of the total number of winners, and 64.4 per 
cent of the total number of women winners. 
This means that the overwhelming majority 
of winning women were elected by quota or 
by acclamation (76.6 per cent). This weakens 
the ability of women to have political training, 
present electoral programs and form electoral 
bases when they run for elections (PCBS, 
unpublished data).

7.2.4. Female prisoners
The Cross-Sectoral National Gender Strategy underscores 
the importance of improving the status of women 
prisoners as stated in Strategic Objective 4. Indicators were 
developed to measure the achievement of this objective, 
including the extent to which the experience of women 
prisoners and released prisoners from Israeli prisons 
is documented and the extent to which psychological, 
social and educational services are provided to women 
prisoners and released prisoners. In considering the 
situation of prisoners in recent times, we see that the 
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number of Palestinian detainees in Israeli prisons differs 
from one year to another. In 2010, Israeli forces detained 
approximately 6,500 Palestinians, with an average of 11 
detentions per day. The number of women prisoners 
ranged between 34 and 39 (0.06 per cent), including 
women held, serving a sentence, detained or held in 
administrative detention, without charge. Most of them 
were from the West Bank and Jerusalem (Addameer 
Association, 2011).

The prevailing political division in the Palestinian territory 
has led to a significant decline in the rights of men and 
women prisoners in Israeli prisons. This is reflected in the 
violation of men and women’s rights, including:

·	 Strip searchs of women prisoners;

·	 Physical and psychological torture in harsh 
investigation and arrest conditions;

·	 Deprivation of their right to contact the outside 
world, especially lawyers;

·	 Attacks of special units, and sabotage of their 
property;

·	 Heavy fines that drain the resources of men and 
women prisoners and the Palestinian Authority 
(in 2010 the Ministry of Detainees spent USD 
3,895,395 to assist prisoners in purchasing basic 
necessities from prison canteens);

·	 Solitary confinement, and holding them in cells 
with criminal women prisoners;

·	 Denial of health care and of family visits;

·	 Denial of university education, books or 
newspapers, in addition to denial of family 
letters and confiscation of paper and pens.

In spite of the importance of providing women prisoners 
and released prisoners with different services, discussing 
the political situation of men and women prisoners in 
the local, regional and international forums is one of the 
most important priorities, as required by the continuous 
demands of men and women prisoners. Therefore, 
it is important to end the division in order to form a 
unified Palestinian strategy to support the issue of men 
and women prisoners by enforcing international legal 
accountability against occupation forces.

·	 Activating social solidarity and support for the 
cause of men and women prisoners.

·	 Discussing the suffering of prisoners in 
international forums, in an attempt to expose 
the Israeli policies and activate international 
solidarity and support for the prisoners’ 
movement.

7.2.5. Women in separated families 
(Reunification)
Objective 2 of the Cross-Sectoral National Gender Strategy 

stresses the need to ensure that Palestinian women of 
Jerusalem preserve their rights to residency, movement 
and nationality. Some indicators were developed to 
measure progress in achieving this objective, including 
determining the number of ID cards that have been 
withdrawn, and the number of ID cards that have been 
recovered. A proposal has been made to put these 
indicators in a broader context related to supporting 
women in Jerusalem to prevent the withdrawal of their 
and their families’ right to reside in Jerusalem and in other 
areas. The Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and Counseling 
is preparing a comprehensive study on the situation of 
women in separated families. A study conducted by 
Miftah shows that:

·	 45,000-50,000 persons were approved for 
family unification between 1967 and 1972. The 
original requests amounted to 140,000.

·	 Over 150,000 families put in requests for unification 
from 1973 – 1982, but only 1,000 requests were 
approved annually.

·	 From 1983 to 1992 only a few hundred requests 
were approved annually, based largely on 
humanitarian needs. This was slightly amended 
in 1985 to include a provision that stipulates 
that an applicant must remain away until his or 
her request is approved. Before 1987, children 
were automatically registered in their father’s 
Jerusalem ID, regardless of the status of their 
mother. After 1987 a new military order forbid 
registration of a child whose mother is not 
already a resident in Jerusalem.

·	 Israeli authorities resorted, in 1995, to impose 
an annual quota of 2,000 requests for family 
unification.

·	 After the establishment of the Palestinian 
Authority in 1995, unification requests from 
throughout the occupied Palestinian territory 
(including areas under the Palestinian 
Authority’s control) were not accepted.

·	 A Human Rights Watch report indicated that 
since 2000, unregistered Palestinians who have 
traveled abroad have become systematically 
prevented from returning to the West Bank. 
Those who remained inside the West Bank 
became threatened by checkpoints that hold 
them on charges of illegal residence (Miftah, 
2007; Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and Counseling 
under preparation, pp. 3-10).

·	 Although the Palestinian National Authority 
continued to refer requests, the Israeli side 
refused to process them. Israel received 
approximately 120,000 requests between 2000 
and 2005 and did not process them after the 
end of the second Intifada (“Human Rights 
Watch calls on Israel to reverse its policy of 
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denying Palestinians the right to travel and 
residence” (2012 in Women’s Centre for Legal 
Aid and Counseling, under preparation).

·	 In 2003, the first law on nationality and entry 
into Israel was enacted. This law prohibits 
granting residency or citizenship to any person 
from the occupied Palestinian territory who is 
married to an Israeli citizen, whether this Israeli 
citizen has an Israeli passport or a residency 
permit in Jerusalem or not. This means that 
unification is not possible, except in the case 
that members of those families decide to live 
in areas or move to live in places where such 
limitations on residence and unification are not 
applied. In 2007, the law was again extended 
by the Knesset to include nationals of Syria, 
Lebanon, Iraq and Iran (hostile states), and 
anyone who lives in any place where operations 
posing a threat to Israel’s security and the 
security of its citizens take place. In 2008, the 
Israeli government decided to add the Gaza Strip 
to this list. The law was defined as a temporary 
order i.e. a temporary law (this clarification was 
provided the first time the concept was used). 
The law has been extended nine times since 
2008.

·	 On 2 January 2011, the occupation authorities, 
represented by the Ministry of Interior, 
extend the law, which aims to freeze family 
reunification procedures for another six 
months. The Supreme Court of Justice ratified 
this law, which prevents Palestinians in Israel 
from the right to establish a family life because 
of spouse nationality.

·	 A study of the Women’s Centre for Legal Aid 
and Counseling (under preparation) shows that 
a small percentage of women (3.3 per cent) 
resorts to institutions to help them in their 
reunification request, while the overwhelming 
majority of women rely on themselves (35 per 
cent) and on their husbands (33 per cent), or on 
a lawyer (22 per cent). 8.3 per cent indicated 
that there is no follow-up. Also about 76 per 
cent said they knew the legal procedures while 
24 per cent said they didn’t. About 78 per cent 
indicated that they would not marry their sons 
or daughters to people carrying a different 
identity, while only 22 per cent said they would. 
This means that it is necessary to raise the issue 
of families suffering from reunification problems 
at the political level and in international forums, 
especially Jerusalem women. Also, support 
should be provided to these women and their 
husbands until these institutions are activated. 
Also, it is important to document and update 
these cases to be used in international forums 
to expose the discriminatory Israeli policies 

and exert pressure on the Israeli government 
to cancel these laws and procedures. It is 
worth mentioning here that foreign funding to 
support women in Jerusalem (suffering from 
Israeli policies) did not exceed EUR 320,000 
in 2011-2012 (Ministry of Planning, 2013). 
This means that there is a need to increase 
sustainable support for the above-mentioned 
women groups.

7.2.6. Gender mainstreaming: the role 
of national mechanisms
Objective 9 of the Cross-Sectoral National Gender Strategy 
calls for mainstreaming gender concerns and issues in 
the work of Palestinian governmental ministries. Four 
indicators have been mentioned to measure progress in 
achieving this goal related to: increasing the proportion 
of women employees in the Palestinian ministries, the 
number of gender units in the various ministries, and the 
number of gender-sensitive interventions in the various 
projects and programs of the concerned ministries, in 
addition to disaggregating the data of all concerned 
ministries by gender.

According to reviews of several studies, the national 
mechanisms face many challenges (MoWA and gender 
units). The most important challenges are related to 
those units with the Ministry of Women’s Affairs:

·	 The roles, structures and capacities of gender 
units vary, despite the issuance of a ministerial 
decision to unify their structures and roles.

·	 The absence of a budget dedicated to gender 
units. The heads of gender units do not know 
their budget, which affects their activities and 
plans and undermines the implementation of 
gender-sensitive budgets.

·	 The cognitive capacities to transform information 
into knowledge that is used in planning and 
policy-making are still weak.

·	 The performance of the unit is determined, in 
many cases, by the character of the minister, 
whether it is supportive, obstructive or indifferent.

·	 The financial crisis experienced by the Palestinian 
National Authority is creating feelings of insecurity 
and threat and a fear from the shift in priorities, as 
gender mainstreaming is not considered a priority 
because of the financial difficulties.

on the level of challenges and obstacles affecting the 
relationship between the Ministry of women’s Affairs 
and gender units:

·	 Lack of clarity of Ministry of Women’s Affairs’ 
vision of the gender units in practice, that 
is on the level of implementation and the 
mechanisms of action. There are documents 
on the vision for the units and the relationship 
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among them, but they remain in the theoretical 
framework.

·	 Linking these units to one department in the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs puts a heavy 
work load on this department, which impairs 
coordination with the different units, in 
addition to depriving them of the multiplicity 
of experiences and knowledge in other 
departments (planning, policy, training, etc.).

·	 Lack of effective communication between the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs and the various 
units through regular meetings and panel 
discussions on the experiences of the units, 
whether successful or unsuccessful, in addition 
to their concerns and needs. Also, part of 
the exercises carried out by the Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs on gender mainstreaming was 
theoretical and not based on systematic needs 
assessment, and thus there is no follow-up to 
evaluate training on the ground.

This requires the following:

·	 Establishing a coordinating entity by the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs to work with other 
ministries and gender units. This entity should 
have various experiences and capabilities 
beyond the scope of the gender units. For 
example, the planning official in the Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs should communicate with the 
planning officials in the concerned ministries 
about ways to mainstream gender issues in 
plans with the establishment of permanent 
gender units.

·	 Finding an effective mechanism to facilitate the 
flow and exchange of information, reports and 
experiences between the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs and the different units;

·	 Merging gender units in security agencies with 
ministries and civil institutions to exchange 
knowledge and experiences;

·	 Holding periodic sessions to review, evaluate, 
and amend plans. This includes overcoming 
the obstacles facing gender units, evaluating 
capacity-building experiences through various 
trainings and building upon gaps to come up 
with more practical and systematic trends;

·	 Developing self-support resources to achieve 
the approved strategic objectives in order to 
reduce funding agencies’ control, conditions 
and agendas. This would be done through the 
consolidation of such goals in the Palestinian 
context and priorities (Odeh, 2013).

7.3. Strategic 
opportunities and policy 
priorities
The priorities, referred to in this section, are related to 
the availability of strategic opportunities contributing 
to their realization, such as a clear political will by the 
government, support from the women’s movement to 
the agreed priorities, and financial support for these 
priorities. This does not mean neglecting the other 
priorities as these may be addressed when strategic 
opportunities are available to achieve them as follows:

1. Promoting Security Council Resolution 1325 as an 
essential mechanism to increase pressure on the Israeli 
occupation authorities to activate protection for women 
who suffer from discriminatory Israeli reunification 
laws, women prisoners, women whose homes were 
demolished or threatened with demolition orders, and 
land confiscation. Legal, social and guidance services 
should also be provided for these women.

Opportunities: increasing the effectiveness of the 
Palestinian women’s movement to use the above-
mentioned resolution as a mechanism to seek protection 
for Palestinian women. Council of Ministers decision 
no. (01/20/14/س.ف��� م/   .  of 2012, stipulates developing (و 
mechanisms to employ released men and women 
prisoners, increase popular activities to support men and 
women prisoners, and shed more light on their situation 
in political fora and the media. The activation of this 
decision may also be one of the important mechanisms 
used by women to overcome the political and social 
impact of the Palestinian division.

2. Increasing support for women affected by the 
blockade and the barrier. The barrier deprives large 
numbers of women from access to health, educational, 
employment, social, and cultural resources.

Opportunities: The women’s movement should support 
women who are most affected by the barrier, in addition 
to increasing popular events supporting villages and 
affected groups affected by the barrier and land 
confiscation. Resolution 1325 calls for the protection of 
civilians, which may expose the settlement policy and 
the security threats facing the population by settlers. 
In addition, efforts should be made to raise awareness 
and political and financial support from international 
institutions for these groups, as shown by the gender 
survey of the Local Aid Coordination Secretariat (LACS) 
(2012) (2012, Reinprecht).

3. Increasing the representation of women in decision-
making positions through the quota system. A document 
presented   by the women’s movement, led by the General 
Union of Pa l estinian Women, calls for increasing the 
representation of women to 30 per cent in all councils, 
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committees and bodies of the PLO. Negotiations are 
ongoing among the various political forces to restructure 
and activa te their role in the future along with the 
instituti ons of the Palestinian National Authority, led 
by the Legislative Council, local councils, as well as civil 
society  organizations, especially political parties, trade 
and pro fessional unions, and student councils. The 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs has also adopted this issue.

Opportu nities: Increase public acceptance of the pres-
ence of women in decision-making positions; Palestinian 
women’s movement, with the support of the Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs, to raise its demand to the President of 
the Palestinian National Authority; increase the number 
of women in decision-making positions.

4. Contributing to the consolidation of democratic values   in 
the Palestinian political practice by enhancing coordination 
with the Ministry of Local Government to establish mech-
anisms for women’s access to decision-making positions in 
local councils, and signing a document to prevent the dis-
missal or appointment of women in these councils without 
elections.

Opport unities: Activation and effectiveness of gender 
units in the Ministry of Local Government, with the sup-
port o f some opposition parties (in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip) to consolidate the results of the elections. This 
approach helps in bridging the current political division.

5. Enhancing political and social knowledge about the 
importance of changing the stereotypes related to the 
roles of women and men in the household and society to 
provide more opportunities and possibilities for women’s 
politi cal participation, especially in political parties and 
institutions and various professional unions.

Opportunities: Include this demand in the document of 
the Palestinian women’s movement presented to the 
President and political parties. There are successful wom-
en models that have proven themselves in political life. 
Also  there are many women employees in the various 
ministries and in the different political parties.

6. E nhancing the activation and institutionalization of 
the relationship between the Ministry of women’s Af-
fair s and gender units in the various ministries and 
othe r government’s institutions (the judiciary, security 
agen cies, the Council of Ministers, and the Legislative 
Council), by linking the policy-making and planning levels 
in these ministries and institutions with the policy-making 
and planning levels in the Ministry of Women’s Affairs. 
However, this relationship should not be limited to these 
levels in managing gender units in the ministry. Monitor-
ing and follow-up of efforts to mainstream gender issues 
in ministries and various government institutions should 
be f urther activated in addition to increasing in-depth 
and specialized knowledge – in each sector and ministry 
– of the importance of gender mainstreaming.

Oppo rtunities: gender units in different ministries and 
institutions should support this trend. Opportunities for 

central planning and funding should be provided to en-
hance this trend in addition to activating and supporting 
the role of gender mainstreaming by LACS, in whose meet-
ings the Ministry of Women’s Affairs will participate.
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8
ACCESS TO PUBLIC 
SPHERE

A MAIN DETERMINANT OF 
POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
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8.1. Background and 
context
As previously mentioned in section 7, the poor political 
participation of women is not the result of the biases 
of the political system only, but also of the inherently 
gendered ideology and socio-cultural factors (Bari, 2005). 
The gender role ideology places women in the private 
arena, thus limiting their access to the public arena where 
politics is performed. Moreover, socio-cultural factors 
value the male sex more and thus allocate more resources 
to men, including education, employment, money, or 
social capital. As men have more control over these 
resources, they have more access to and control over 
the political domain, compared to women (Bari, 2005). 
Thus, women’s political participation can be enhanced 
mainly by recognizing these obstacles and developing 
strategies to overcome them. The above analysis must 
be translated into practical steps to promote women’s 
political participation. The following points must be taken 
into account:

1. The broad framework of the gender ideology 
and discrimination that limits women’s access 
to public space in general, including access to 
culture and public space, social networks and civic 
participation.

2. The interaction between exclusion from the 
public domain and lack of access to social and 
material resources, which further consolidates 
the subordination of women and their lack of 
political voice.

3. The interaction between the lack of access to 
culture and public resources and the social 
gender transformations. Marginalizing women 
in the early stages of the life cycle (especially 
in adolescence) puts them in a situation where 
it is difficult to have access to the resources 
necessary for political participation in the later 
stages (Mensch, Bruce & Greene, 1998).

In the Palestinian context, a masculine ideology 
dominates gender roles. As a result, women’s roles are 
entrenched in the private sphere and men’s roles in the 
public domain. In practice, this division is not rigid. For 
example, understanding women’s legitimate access to 
the public domain differs according to whether women 
had a higher education or work. Age is also considered a 
significant factor, where older women have more access 
to the public world compared to girls and young women, 
as fear of their physical integrity often limits their access 
to the public sphere. Moreover, the larger political 
context has its role – military violence of the occupation 
creates situations which the public views as dangerous 
for women and girls. At the same time, political ideology 
can strengthen the existing social ideologies, such as the 
general policy to promote gender segregation in public 

life by the government of Hamas in the Gaza Strip.

Related monetary concepts: the public domain and 
social capital

Political theorists indicate that the historical appearance 
of democratic political systems in Europe depended on 
the emergence of what is called the “public sphere” 
(Habermas, 1989). Public sphere is the sphere of active 
citizenship and civic participation outside the state 
authority. It is different from the private sphere. It is also 
the sphere in which individuals and groups come together 
to discuss and raise issues of public concern and interest 
thereby creating dialogue and public opinion through 
which the state authority is kept in check. According 
to this theory, the state does not create a democratic 
system. Instead, the public sphere creates and preserves 
a democratic state. Moreover, voluntary associations, 
labor unions and syndicates are considered to be among 
the organizational structures through which, historically, 
the public sphere has been organized. The press, public 
arts and culture were the medium used to express 
and spread public opinion. At present, social and mass 
communication has become a primary forum for the 
dialogue needed to maintain a democratic public sphere.

On the other hand, political feminist theories refer to 
the public sphere which emerged in Europe in the 18th 
century in which men had the upper hand and women 
were marginalized (Fraser, 1990). Also, the public sphere 
defines politics as a male domain and reinforces the 
ideology that the roles of women are restricted to their 
domestic domain (Benhabib, 1997). This meant that not 
only were women excluded from participation in the 
dialogues of that time but also public opinion did not 
reflect women’s concerns and priorities. Only through 
the feminist movement and the increasing engagement 
of women in the labor force in the second half of the 20th 
century that the exclusion of women from public spheres 
in Europe was challenged and overcome leading to the 
advancement of women’s issues in the public sphere.

The concept of “social capital” which focuses on the 
importance of social networks for individuals and the 
society in general is closely linked to the public sphere 
theory (Bourdieu, 1990: Putnam, 2002). Social capital 
theory emphasizes that the resources needed to achieve 
wealth and political integration are not only economic 
but also include social relations and networks. In the 
Palestinian context, the importance of social capital for 
access to opportunities appears clearly in its negative 
form (nepotism) where social relations are effective in the 
possibility of getting a job, political positions or wealth.

Acknowledging the importance of social capital for 
employment and integration may take us in another 
direction, by emphasizing the importance of social 
networks and integration in enabling women’s political 
participation. Social capital theorists indicate that social 
capital tends to vary depending on gender where the 
social networks of women are usually based on local, 
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informal and family relations while men’s networks are 
formal and their geographical reach extends beyond the 
family and local community (Molyneux, 2005; Norris 
& Inglehart, 2003). These differences are the result of 
gender roles and general/specific ideologies which put 
women and girls in a weak and unfavorable position to 
access a set of social, economic and political resources 
(Molyneux, 2005; Norris & Inglehart, 2003). In short, 
women’s exclusion from the public sphere limits their 
ability to build social networks, and consequently access 
decisive resources to join the political and civil public 
sphere.

Public sphere and social capital theories remain closely 
relevant when addressing contemporary obstacles to 
women’s political participation in various geographical 
and cultural contexts. Also, they show how women’s 
integration in formal politics cannot be understood by 
concentrating only on legal obstacles and the structural 
biases of political regimes. Instead, integration depends 
on reaching broader areas of public and civil life as well as 
the ability to build social networks which extend beyond 
the family and local community. Moreover, these theories 
draw attention to the fact that political participation 
and social integration are strongly interconnected. This 
means we must expand our understanding of political 
participation to include direct access to nonpolitical 
activities (such as public culture and sports). This also 
means that the social and symbolic resources needed 
for political participation are established through life 
experiences. The exclusion of females from public and 
civic life at an early stage puts them in a continuously 
weak position compared to males in developing the skills 
and social capital required for political participation.

8.2. Main findings – 
trends and challenges
This section addresses women and girls’ access to public 
life including civic participation and public culture as a 
major obstacle to political participation. If women do not 
have access to the different types of civic participation 
and the public sphere, their ability to participate fully in 
political life will remain highly restricted regardless of 
whether they enjoy the formal political rights to vote or 
stand for elections. The previous section provided data 
about women’s membership in formal political action, 
including political parties, national and local elections 
and municipal councils. This section tackles women’s 
participation in three domains of public life, namely 
access to civic institutions and civil society organizations; 
access to practical public domain through access to 
information and communication technology; and access 
to sports.

8.2.1 Access to public culture and civic 
institutions

Institutional infrastructure

Palestinian men, women and youth in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip suffer from the lack of public culture 
infrastructure. According to the PCBS, in 2010, there 
were only 370 public cultural institutions in the West 
Bank compared to about 53 institutions in the Gaza.Strip 
Available data show that while the number of public 
cultural institutions increased in the West Bank in the 

The number and type of public cultural institutions in 2005 compared to 2010

oPtGaza StripWest Bank

201020052010200520102005Year

4712135268350145Cultural centers

151418147Theatres

270261Museums

4982345378370153Total

According to the PCBS definition, cultural centers are institutions which offer activities in arts, crafts and sports.
Source: Cultural Survey, PCBS, 2005, 2010

period between 2005 and 2010, the number of these 
institutions decreased sharply in the Gaza Strip during 
the same period (PCBS, 2005, 2010).

In the period between 2005 and 2010, the institutional 
framework of public culture in the Gaza Strip dramatically 
declined while it expanded in the West Bank in the same 
period. In general, the number of cultural institutions in 
the Gaza Strip decreased from 78 to 53 while the number 
of theaters decreased from 8 in 2005 (which is already 
low) to 1 in 2010 (PCBS, 2005, 2010).

These figures indicate the extent to which the context of 
the ongoing crisis and sanctions on the Gaza Strip have 
affected the public cultural life, as economic priorities 
(including the priorities of international donors) focus 
on basic human needs, which means that public culture 
is viewed as a luxury rather than a fundamental right. 
Another factor is the influence of the current government 
ideology opposing mixed-sex spaces and secular culture. 
With the beginning of 2012, the informal social policy in 
the Gaza Strip has taken a formal governmental shape, 
clamping down on and sometimes shutting down cultural 
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life and sports events (which involve women and girls). In 
2013, the government took a decision banning mixed-sex 
schools for all children over the age of nine and barring 
male teachers from teaching girls and vice versa. This 
trend, which currently affects young males as well, may 
have a greater impact on women and girls who already 
have limited access to the public cultural sphere, because 
the government considers activities such as sports as 
unsuitable for females and because segregation in public 
life usually means the marginalization of women and girls.

Gender-friendly institutions?

The cultural surveys conducted by PCBS do not provide 
data on gender-targeted programs in cultural centers 
or on the distribution of employees in these centers 
by gender. However, the distribution by gender in the 
management and activities of these centers, indirectly, 
shows how activities are shaped by gender identities 
and ideologies. Male employees and volunteers may find 
themselves in a sensitive position with respect to the 
needs and interests of young girls and women. This does 
not create a friendly environment for the participation of 
women and young girls.

workers in cultural centers by gender 2005, 2010

West Bank Gaza Strip oPt

Males Females Males Females Males Females

2005 1103 374 454 129 1195 583

2010 1653 1569 577 301 2230 1870

Source: Cultural Survey, PCBS, 2005, 2010

Between 2005 and 2010, the big gap between male and 
female workers disappeared in cultural centers in the 
West Bank and improved significantly in the Gaza Strip. 
This indicates that there is a clear policy or investment 
in increasing women’s role in cultural institutions over 
time. In the Gaza Strip, although the number of women 
doubled during the same period, it is lower than the 
number of their male counterparts. In addition, due to 
the social/political environment in the Gaza Strip since 
2010, it is likely that the gains achieved by women will 
not last as the data above show.

Participation in civil institutions

As the number of public cultural institutions per capita is 
very low in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, it is not strange 
that membership in these institutions is very low among 
the population. The PCBS cultural survey of 2009 shows 
that except for sports clubs and unions, less than 5 per 
cent of the population are members in civil institutions 
such as cultural clubs, public libraries and societies. But 
even within the generally low membership levels, there 
are also differences which have to do with generations 
and gender where young people (10-19 years old) are 
more likely to be members of civil, non-political and non-
union institutions than the older age groups. Also, males 
are more likely to be members of these institutions than 
females.

The highest membership rate in civil activities was among 
males in age group (10-19) years in sports clubs (17 per 

cent) compared to 4 per cent for females in the same age 
group in sports clubs. It is notable that younger persons 
(10-19 years old) are more likely to be members in cultural 
clubs (5 per cent males and 4 per cent females) than 
adults who belong to the same gender (4 per cent males 
and 2 per cent females). Young females have the highest 
membership rates in libraries (4 per cent) but they are the 
least likely to be members in trade unions (0 per cent). 
Moreover, young males are the least likely to be members 
of societies (0.7 per cent) (PCBS, 2009).

While this data measures only “membership” rather than 
participation, other data show that participation in these 
activities, (measured through the use of free time) is very 
limited among the population.

While the membership levels are low for all ages and 
genders, it is obvious that older women are the least 
likely group to have membership in cultural institutions 
as domestic and childbearing burdens do not allow them 
enough time to be members in civil institutions. However, 
we should not be heedless of the effect of the cycle of 
life experiences as women who do not have access to 
such institutions are not likely to develop an ability to 
participate in such institutions when they grow older.

In respect of the regional differences among youth 
in terms of civil membership, there is a remarkable 
disparity between the highest level of membership of 
males and females in the Gaza Strip compared to their 
counterparts in the West Bank (however, we should take 
into consideration that available data date back to 2009).
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Membership in civil institutions in the west Bank and Gaza Strip by gender in 2009
 (10 years old or more compared to 10-19 years old)

FemalesMales

All ages(+10)10-19 years oldAll ages (+10)10-19 years old

2%4%12%18%Sports clubs

2%4%4%5%Cultural clubs

3%4%3%3%Public libraries

3%3%5%0.7%societies

2%-7%1%unions

1%1%6%3%Political parties

2%4%2%1%Others

Source: PCBS, 2009

youth in the age group 10-19 years old and membership in public institutions by region, 2009

FemalesMales

Gaza Stripwest BankGaza Stripwest Bank

4.5%1%13%14%Sports clubs

4%2%5%2%Cultural clubs

6%3%4%1%Public libraries

1%0.5%1.5%1%Societies

Source: PCBS, 2009

Although the institutional infrastructure of public culture 
is declining, it seems that there is a higher level of 
participation among youth in the existing institutions. In 
terms of sports, although there is a gender gap among 
youth in favor of males, female membership in sports 
clubs is higher in the Gaza Strip than in the West Bank. 
The survey also showed that young males and females in 
the Gaza Strip were more likely than their counterparts in 
the West Bank to be members of sports clubs and public 
libraries. Perhaps one of the effects of the shrinking public 
sphere of cultural and sports activities in the Gaza Strip is 
driving males and females to seek activities performed 
within an organized framework i.e., through membership.

Depending on the type of local community, the survey 
showed that rural areas have the highest rate of male 
and female membership in sports clubs (males 16 per 
cent, females 5 per cent) and in cultural clubs (males 7 
per cent, females 5 per cent). The survey also showed 
that membership of both genders in civil institutions is 
the lowest in urban areas. (Source: PCBS, 2009)

8.2.2. Gender and sports
Between the first world conference on women and 
sport in 1996 and the sixth conference in 2012, the 
perception of women and girls’ access to sports changed 
from being an issue of gender equality and justice to an 

empowerment and social integration tool. Over the past 
decade, studies have shown that the positive effects of 
women and girls’ access to sports exceed health and 
psychological benefits.

Four of the above five effects show that participation 
in sports activities plays an important role in providing 
women and girls with skills and experiences that enhance 
their civil participation and social integration. Therefore, 
when analyzing gender biases in access to sports in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip, it is necessary to understand 
how this is connected with the dynamics of exclusion 
from a number of necessary skills and resources for 
participation in civic and public life.

Gender and sports results in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip show that sports clubs have the highest level of male 
membership among civil institutions. The membership 
rate among males aged 10 – 19 years was 18 per cent in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip (12 per cent among adult 
males) (PCBS, 2009).

However, we saw also the biggest gender gap in the 
membership of sports clubs (4 per cent for young females 
and 2 per cent for adult females). Moreover, there is a 
wide gap between actual membership in sports clubs and 
males and females who practice sports as a main activity 
during free time. (PCBS, 2009).
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Participation of women and girls in sports

·	 Boosts their psychological and mental state.

·	 Provides them with opportunities to develop leadership skills.

·	 Builds self-confidence and organizational abilities.

·	 Enables their social integration.

·	 Challenges gender stereotypes.

Membership of youth aged 10-19 years in sports clubs compared to sports as a main activity in free time

FemalesMales

Gazawest BankGazawest Bank

4.5%1%13%14%Membership in sports clubs

4%5%22%19%sports as a main activity in free 
time

 Source: PCBS, 2009

Data show that participation in sports activities among 
male youth does not depend on membership in sports 
clubs but young girls’ participation in sports depends on 
their access to an organized and institutional framework. 
The participation of male youth in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip who practice sports as a main activity to spend free 
time is higher by 5 per cent and 9 per cent respectively 
than the participation of members in sports clubs in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip. As for females in the Gaza Strip, 
there is no difference between the proportion of females 
who are members in sports clubs and those who practice 
sports as a main activity during free time. In the West Bank, 
although there is a similar trend among females and males, 
the great majority of girls who practice sports as a main 
activity during free time live in refugee camps where it is 
obvious that sports take place in an organized framework.

However, gender differences are visible even in the 
presence of an organized framework. According to the 
2013 data provided by the Palestinian supreme council 
for youth and sports, the number of active males in 
clubs and sports centers is about 10 times higher than 
the number of females (63,965 for males compared to 
7,038 for females). This big gender gap is reflected in the 

recruitment pattern of employees in sports clubs and 
centers. Again, the number of males is 10 times higher 
than the number of females in the administration of these 
institutions and frameworks (3,144 for males compared 
to 306 for females).

8.2.3. Access to information and 
communications technology and actual 
communication
There is an international recognition that access 
to information and communications technology, 
especially the internet, is an important indicator of 
access to knowledge, employment and political voice 
in the contemporary world. (Bridge, 2004; Hafkin, 
2002). Moreover, lack of access to information and 
communications technology, especially the internet, 
places individuals and societies in a weak and unfavorable 
position in the globalized economies which are based 
on information exchange. As for women, access to 
information and communications technology has been 
associated with a number of effects on their capabilities 
and empowerment.

The effects of access to the internet on women and girls

·	A voice in the exchange of ideas and opinions through the internet (in the 
household, society and political field)

·	Increasing self-respect and self-esteem

Building respect and self-
expression

·	Learning new skills or getting an informal education
·	Becoming an entrepreneur or getting a job.
·	Expanding political, civil and social participation.

offering opportunities

·	More access to information.
·	Relations inside and outside the local community to participate with ideas, 

offer support and boost social relations.

Building knowledge and networks

Source: Bridge, 2004
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In comparison with developing countries, the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip show a high level of access to and use 
of computers and the internet. Moreover, access rates 

among males and females do not show an obvious digital 
gap based on gender.

Access to computers– west Bank and Gaza Strip– 2011

51%Percentage of households that have a computer

30%Percentage of households that have access to the internet

54%Percentage of individuals (10+) who use the computer

Source: PCBS, 2011

Half of the households in the West Bank and Gaza Strip 
have a computer and one third of them have internet 
access. Many individuals who are 10 years old or more 
(54 per cent) use computers. In terms of gender, there 
is a small gap in computer literacy (10 per cent) and in 

the use of the internet (7 per cent). However, there is a 
more significant gap related to the frequency of internet 
access/usage. The number of males who use the internet 
daily exceeds the number of females in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip by about 17 per cent (PCBS, 2011).

Percentage of access to computers and the internet by age and gender

10+10-19 years oldAge

GapFemalesMalesGapFemalesMalesGender

10%49%58.5%4%74%78%Computer usage

7%66%73%6%72%78%% of computer users who use 
the internet

13%39%56%13%36%49%% of Internet users who use the 
internet at least once daily

19%6%25%10%7%17%% of those who say that they 
use the internet as a main 
activity during free time

 Source: PCBS, 2011

However, all gaps in the four indicators to access to 
information and communications technology are related 
to age and gender. It was found that older women have 
the least access to computers and the Internet. When 
compared to men from the same age group, we find a 
gap of 10 per cent in access to computer and a bigger gap 
(13 per cent) in the frequency of internet use. However, 
the gap in computer use increases to 25 per cent when 
compared to young women (while the gaps in the use of 
the internet and the frequency of the use of the Internet 
are much smaller) (PCBS, 2011)

Young males and females (10-19) have greater access to 
and use of information and communications technology 
than their counterparts from all age groups and genders. 
However, within the same generation, males have 
greater access than females. Among young males and 
females, there is no big gap in the basic use of computers 
(4 per cent) and the Internet (6 per cent), but there is 
an important gap in terms of the frequency of internet 
use (13 per cent). Moreover, it is more likely for females 
from all age groups who use Internet to use it only once 
a week, while males are likely to use it daily (with an 
obvious higher percentage among adult males than 

younger males)(PCBS, 2011).

Available data about the use of the internet as a main 
activity during free time show that older males have more 
internet access than all other age groups and genders. 
Moreover, the wide gender gap across generations in 
terms of using the internet as a main activity during free 
time indicates a degree in which the digital gap in the 
West Bank and Gaza is mainly about the frequency of use 
as opposed to access.

Also, the frequency of using the internet, as a main 
gender gap in access to information and communications 
technology, is considered an important issue for social 
integration and civic participation of women and girls. 
Information and communications technology researchers 
notice that the frequency of use is considered to be an 
important indicator of the extent to which the Internet 
can develop an individual’s social capital. Only through 
organized and frequent access that effective social 
communication is achieved, social networks are set up 
and group voices are united in meaningful political ways. 
All these potentials cannot be achieved if women and 
girls cannot regularly benefit from the Internet even if 
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they know how to use it. In fact, remote communication 
and social networking remains an obstacle for women 
and girls and this is what data confirm concerning women 
and girls’ use of social media. According to Sharek Youth 
Forum 2011, there is an important gender gap in using 
social media among males and females where male use 
(45 per cent) of this type of technology is about 11 per 
cent higher than female use (34 per cent).

8.2.4. Obstacles and challenges
In light of the analysis above, it is obvious that many 
obstacles face women and girls’ access to public life and 
culture.

1. Shortage of infrastructure and financial 
resources: there is a shortage in infrastructure 
and financial resources for public cultural 
activities offered to the population including at 
the community level of sports, youth and cultural 
activities.

2. Human resources: there are also limited human 
resources available for training and supervision 
in the field of public culture. Human resources 
for women and girls sports are even more 
limited.

3. Geographical and categorical prejudice of 
culture/arts: most cultural activities and 
institutions are concentrated in city centers and 
they rarely reach rural areas or camps. In terms 
of sports, camps offer the highest access while 
urban areas have the lowest access.

4. Social norms/gender biases: gender bias is 
regarded as an obstacle on the level of the 
perceptions and priorities of the household, 
social and institutional programs and national 
strategies as well as investments in different 
fields of public life and culture. There are strong 
social customs and traditions against women 
and girls’ participation in sports with fears 
that have to do with their physical safety as 
well as deep-rooted assumptions concerning 
the inappropriateness of women and girls’ 
participation in public physical activities. 
Moreover, family and society worry about girls 
reaching inappropriate content on the internet 
or building inappropriate social networks, restricting 
their access to information and communications 
technology.

5. Social and political environment: the social 
and political environment in the Gaza Strip 
has narrowed the space of public secular 
culture or culture that is not organized by the 
authorities in the Gaza Strip This environment 
is accompanied by policies and campaigns of 
gender segregation in public institutions and a 
general trend to exclude women and girls from 

the public sphere.

6. Conceptual frameworks in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip: the dominant frameworks which 
concentrate on youth development are dealing 
with gender issues in an ineffective way where 
the prevailing approaches to sports do not 
build connections with development or with 
a deeper understanding of gender. Moreover, 
the dominant approaches of information 
and communications technology concentrate 
mainly on their association with education 
and employment but they are not based on 
gender. Lastly, the dominant approaches of 
public culture consider culture in terms of civic 
education or free time but they do not connect it to 
skills or broader life resources.

8.3. Strategic 
opportunities and policy 
priorities
8.3.1. opportunities
While many obstacles stand in the way of expanding 
women’s access to public life and culture. The current 
context offers a number of opportunities to build on, 
including:

·	 The emergence of a high quality cultural and artistic 
production in the West Bank and Gaza Strip during 
the previous decade in addition to an increase in 
international interest in the Palestinian cultural and 
artistic production.

·	 The remarkable growth in the youth movement in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip during the previous decade 
and the growth of youth networks on the national 
level (such as Sharek Youth Forum) in addition to an 
increasing focus on youth by development, donors, 
mass media and the government.

·	 The existence of a developed infrastructure of 
information and communications technology: despite 
the obstacles that this sector faces from Israel, it can 
offer a sound and accessible technical infrastructure 
for the majority of the population.

·	 A number of national strategies aimed at promoting 
women’s access to public life include an explicit 
commitment to gender equality. These include the 
national sports and youth strategy and the strategy 
of the culture ministry. Also, the national plan of 
information and communications technology contains 
an explicit commitment to bridging the gender gap in 
information and communications technology literacy.
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8.3.2. General strategic interventions
Interventions aimed at increasing women’s political 
participation need to unify the following visions:

·	 How access to different fields of public life and culture 
is associated with developing strong abilities needed 
for political participation. Women and girls’ exclusion 
from political life is connected with the limited 
opportunities to develop skills and experiences in the 
public space generally.

·	 How obstacles to women’s political participation 
begin in the early stages of life. The integration of girls 
in public life and culture is regarded as an important 
investment in building their capacities to engage in 
politics throughout the cycle of life.

·	 How participation in sports and cultural life does not 
only provide entertainment and psychological and 
physical benefits but it also offers life skills as well as 
social and intellectual resources needed for civic and 
cultural participation.

·	 How women and girls’ exclusion from public life leads 
to their inability to build strategic social networks, 
which limits their access to social, economic and 
political resources.

8.3.3. Special interventions:

1.  Culture
·	 Comparing declared gender empowerment/equality 

commitments with increasing financial and human 
resources investments in women and girls friendly 
activities in social and cultural centers.

·	 Investing in female human resources such as female 
coaches and managers in the public cultural sector 
including at the community levels.

·	 Promoting clubs and social networks for girls and at 
the national level as well.

·	 Enhancing access to cultural activities through the 
formal schooling system.

2.  Sports
·	 Putting annual targets to increase the number of girls 

in sports clubs and centers.

·	 Promoting organized frameworks for women and 
girls’ sports especially in city centers.

·	 Launching public awareness campaigns on the many 
positive effects of sports on women and girls.

·	 Investing in female human resources in sports and 
offering a wide range of sports activities for women 
and girls.

·	 Using of school facilities to promote sports for girls.

3. Information and communications technology
·	 Comparing declared and explicit commitments in 

national plans concerning gender mainstreaming 
with actual investments in women and girls friendly 
infrastructure and training.

·	 Offering community frameworks to promote more 
Internet access and use for women and girls.

·	 Promoting clubs and networks which aim at 
strengthening women and girls as producers of 
information and communications technology 
content.

·	 Using school facilities to increase girls’ access to 
information and communications technology after 
school hours.
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9
VIOLENCE AGAINST 
WOMEN

CHANGING PERCEPTIONS
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9.1. Introduction
Combating violence against woman became a topic of 
interest in Palestine in the beginning of the 1990s. This 
interest was accompanied by a rise of human rights calls 
to eliminate violence, most importantly the Declaration 
on the Elimination of Violence Against Women in 
Vienna in 1993, which adopted the CEDAW definition of 
violence (Al-Masri, 2000). The debate on violence against 
women has been addressed mainly due to the prevailing 
political situation caused by the Israeli occupation and its 
repressive practices, and due to indulgence of women in 
the national struggle which led to the development of their 
leadership capabilities on one hand, and on the other, has 
opened a broader window for women to interact globally 
at the different social, economic and legal dimensions. 
Thus, the analysis of the different components of the 
patriarchal society has become an area of interest for 
women and interested feminist circles, which – among 
other factors – led to paying more attention to the issue 
of violence against women specially that women’s rights 
have been linked directly with human rights and violence 
against women is now considered a flagrant violation of 
their basic human rights (Al-Masri, 2000).

In a study published by the Palestinian Working Woman 
Society for Development, Al-Masri demonstrates that 
the Palestinian society views violence against women 
as a problem that falls under the domestic sphere and 
therefore must be addressed within the family. As such, its 
short and long-term social and psychological dimensions 
and effects are overlooked. Violence against woman is 
perceived as a momentary suffering which goes away 
when the abuser apologizes and expresses his regret. In 
his study, Al-Masri indicates that violence against women 
is accepted and justified by both men and women. Victims 
of domestic violence make excuses for the abuser and in 
many cases blame themselves (Al-Masri, 2000). Al-Masri 
provides evidence from the findings of two different 
surveys conducted by Mohamed Haj Yahya on 425 
married women and 489 men from the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip, which explores the opinions and perceptions 
of the Palestinian men and women regarding the violence 
against the wives. One of the two surveys found out that 
47 per cent of men and 35 per cent of women see wife 
beating as permitted if a wife does not obey her husband 
(Haj Yahya in Al-Masri, 2000). 49 per cent of men and 43 
per cent of women accuse the wives of being responsible 
for their husbands’ violence and believe that they must 
have done something wrong that had provoked their 
husbands’ anger (Haj Yahya in Al-Masri, 2000).

According to Al-Masri, these findings must not be 
understood in isolation from religious, cultural and 
social dimensions even though these findings create 
confusion and raise concerns (Al-Masri, 2000). Al-Masri 
explains that men and women’s acceptance of violence 
against women is the result of the patriarchal Palestinian 
society that is based on masculinity, hierarchy and male 

dominance. It is also the result of the cultural, political, 
social, and economic systems and the interaction of these 
patterns in a continuous and complementary way that 
supports the dominant patriarchal system and promotes 
the superiority of men and the inferiority of women. 
Consequently, women’s way of thinking is stereotyped to 
fit these patterns and the hierarchical/patriarchal system. 
Women are the ones who give men the right to practice 
violence against them. They justify and make up different 
excuses for the violence committed against them.

According to this, the responsibility placed on the shoulders 
of women’s rights defenders is a difficult and complex 
responsibility as this issue centers on the mentality of 
men and women. Also, the defenders of women’s rights, 
specifically on violence against women, should seek to 
transform violence against women from a domestic issue 
confined to a specific category of people into a general 
concern with serious social dimensions (Al-Masri, 2000). 
According to Al-Masri’s study, mentalities, customs and 
traditions and the masculine, patriarchal way of thinking 
are regarded as the main cause of violence against women.

In regard to the causes of violence against women, a 
study published by the Women’s Studies Center entitled 
“Palestinian women in the violence circle” explains 
violence against women through the traditional division 
of roles between men and women. Women’s roles are 
mostly limited to the private sphere of the family, namely 
childbearing and caring for the family and the home. The 
role of men is associated with the public sphere, namely 
productive and political work. Values and behaviors are 
defined according to this distribution where the public 
sphere requires power, domination and social status. 
Members of a man’s family are obliged to abide by the 
social values as the man is responsible for his family’s 
behavior and will be blamed when the behavior of one 
of his family members does not fit with the established 
social values. The decision-making role which a man 
plays outside the family, is also played inside the family 
and adjusts the family behaviors, especially children and 
women’s behaviors, in order to maintain his social status 
and acceptance. On the other hand, women are required 
to obey and surrender. In the meantime, women are 
caught in a struggle between their desires and the options 
available to them. However, in the end they choose the 
behavior which fits the social culture and play the role 
defined for them to preserve the family and provide 
satisfaction and means of comfort for it (Omar and 
Owaida, 2012). This reason also falls within the scope of 
the patriarchal system which is based on division of roles 
and men providing protection to the rest of the family. A 
study by Penny Johnson on domestic violence indicates 
that analysis of survey data shows that 30 per cent of 
women whose husbands have lost their jobs are exposed 
to at least one incident of physical abuse as opposed 
to 21 per cent of women whose husbands did not lose 
employment. This means that men’s unemployment 
affects spousal violence (Johnson, 2011). Focus group 
discussions in the Gaza Strip confirm that long-term male 
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unemployment is linked to increased domestic tension 
and violence. They also show men trying to avoid venting 
their anger and frustration on family members by staying 
outside the house (Johnson, 2011).

It is important, in this paper, to discuss the different 
definitions of violence provided by international 
declarations and conventions as well as local charters and 
the different definition approaches. The Declaration on 
the Elimination of Violence Against Women adopted by 
the United Nations in 1993 defines violence as “any act of 
gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result 
in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering 
to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or 
arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in 
public or in private life.”

The 1995 Beijing Fourth World Conference on Women 
defines violence against women as “any act of gender-
based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 
physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to 
women, including threats of such acts, coercion or 
arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in 
public or private life.”

In Palestine, the main findings of the 2011 violence 
survey in the Palestinian society define violence against 
women as “all forms of behaviors or actions taken against 
woman causing a physical, psychological, sexual, verbal 
abuse and social and economic deprivation, it also 
includes the threat of doing such acts and all sorts of 
coercion and deprivation of liberty all because they are 
females, whether directly or indirectly, and that causes 
damage or pain physically, sexually, mentally, socially or 
economically, whether it happened in public or private 
life (PCBS, 2011).

The PCBS definition of domestic violence and violence 
against women is very similar to the definitions articulated 
in the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against 
Women and the 1995 Beijing Fourth World Conference 
on Women. The PCBS definition covers different types 
of violence including physical, psychological and sexual 
violence and the threat of causing harm and deprivation 
of rights and liberty.

An analytical study published by the Institute of Women’s 
Studies at Birzeit University in 2006 entitled “Domestic 
Violence in the Palestinian Territories” criticizes the 
adoption of the definition of violence articulated in 
international conventions. The study analyzes the findings 
of the violence survey conducted during the period from 
December 18, 2005 to January 18, 2006. The analytical 
study considers that violence is a controversial topic 
and that the controversy begins with the definition of 
violence. The study criticizes the adoption of international 
standards to measure violence, as international concepts 
hinder the understanding of the Palestinian context in 
which violence takes place. They also stand in the way 
of addressing violence. According to the study, adopting 
international standards to measure the prevalence of 

violence could mean considering certain types of behavior 
as forms of violence without taking into consideration the 
opinion of those affected by this behavior. This could also 
mean excluding some acts that may constitute a form of 
violence because they are not mentioned in the adopted 
international standards (IWS, 2006).

The study also indicates that the international community 
adopts a modernist and reformist approach in dealing 
with violence which calls for replacing traditional culture 
with laws. The international community does not know 
that the cases that reach the courts are very few. The 
study also suggests that the international human rights 
discourse has failed to deal with the political, social 
and economic reality that leads to the subordination of 
women and discrimination and violence against them. 
This is a capitalist system that is essentially based on 
controlling and exploiting vulnerable and marginalized 
groups, including women (IWS, 2006).

Taking into account the criticisms in the analytical study, 
we may agree that by adopting international standards 
the violence survey and its findings may have overlooked 
behaviors that would be considered as forms of violence 
and classified some acts as forms of violence without 
taking into consideration the point of view of the persons 
affected by these acts. We cannot ignore the fact that 
violence is present in the Palestinian society and is on 
the rise. The definition of violence in the 2011 PCBS 
violence survey takes into account various forms and 
causes of domestic violence and violence against women. 
This definition can be adopted at the Palestinian level. 
Domestic violence is defined as “any act or failure to act 
on part of a household member against another member 
in the household for the purpose of causing physical, 
sexual or psychological abuse, or the threat of physical, 
sexual or psychological abuse, or generating fear. It also 
includes the deprivation of basic rights such as shelter, 
food, drink, clothing, education, freedom of movement 
and loss of self-determination and self security. “

9.2. Trends and 
indicators
The main findings of the 2011 survey indicate that 37 per 
cent of ever-married women were exposed to one form 
of violence by their husbands, 29.9 per cent in the West 
Bank compared to 51.1 per cent in the Gaza Strip. The 
rate of those who were exposed to psychological violence 
“at least for one time” among those women was 58.6 per 
cent. 55.1 per cent were exposed to economical violence, 
54.8 per cent were exposed to social violence, 23.5 per 
cent were exposed to physical violence, and 11.8 per cent 
were exposed to sexual violence. The results showed that 
one third of women exposed to violence prefer silence 
and resorting to their family is their second choice. 30.2 
per cent of ever-married women who were exposed to 
violence by their husbands have resorted to the house of 
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their parents or one of their brothers or sisters and 65.3 
per cent preferred to remain silent regarding the violence 
practiced against them by their husbands, while the rate 
of women who were exposed to violence and resorted 
to a women’s institution or center did not exceed 0.7 per 
cent. Women’s silence about violence confirms what is 
mentioned in Penny Johnson’s study that understanding 
and addressing gender-based violence in the Palestinian 
society is complicated by both too much silence and too 
much exposure. (Johnson, 2011).

This shows that the percentage of women who resort 
to specialized institutions is very small compared to the 
number of women exposed to the different forms of 
violence. This requires studies and research to investigate 
why women who are victims of violence do not seek the 
help of these institutions. On the other hand, it may be 
useful for these specialized institutions to target and 
empower members of the household as part of their 
programs as victims of violence turn to their families for 
help and advice as a second option. Therefore, equipping 
household members with skills and knowledge on 
domestic violence may be useful for women exposed to 
violence.

In a study on the role of women’s institutions in combating 
domestic violence, Nadera Kevorkian mentions that 
women’s institutions are not firm in dealing with 
state institutions including the police and prosecution 
because they want to maintain good relations with the 
government. According to the study, 50 women who were 
exposed to violence in the last three months said that 
women’s institutions show no consideration for them and 
when abused women resorted to these institutions, they 
were uncertain and reluctant to interfere. The researcher 
believes that women’s institutions seek to maintain good 
relations with decision-makers while they should protect 
and defend abused women. This attitude of women’s 
institutions puts women in danger.

What distinguishes the last survey conducted by PCBS 
in 2011 is that it addresses occupation violence. Details 
about areas in the West Bank and Gaza Strip were provided 
in addition to the percentage of individuals exposed to 
occupation violence by age and sex (reference is made to 
the differences depending on age and marital status. It 
was found that violence is practiced also largely against 
unmarried girls by household members). However, the 
relationship between occupation violence and domestic 
violence was not addressed.

The survey provides the percentage of never-married 
women who were exposed to psychological, physical, 
sexual and economic violence by a household member. 
It also provides the percentage of ever-married women 
who were exposed to violence by someone other than 
the husband and the percentage of exposure to violence 
outside the family in the street, workplace, shopping 
places, checkpoints, transportation means, places 
providing health, social and cultural services and in 
schools and universities.

In comparing the two surveys of 2005-2006 and 2010-
2011, we find that the percentage of ever-married women 
who were exposed to different forms of violence by the 
husband increased by 4.8 per cent, from 31.9 per cent 
in the 2005-2006 survey to 36.7 per cent in the 2010-
2011 survey. The percentage of exposure to physical 
violence by the husband decreased by 0.9 per cent and 
the percentage of exposure to sexual violence by the 
husband increased by 0.9 per cent. Also, the percentage 
of exposure to psychological violence by the husband 
decreased by 3.1 per cent.

The percentage of ever-married women who resorted to 
women’s institutions for advice decreased by 1 per cent, 
from 1.7 per cent in the 2005-2006 survey to 0.7 per cent 
in the 2010-2011 survey. This comparison raises questions 
concerning the effectiveness of the efforts exerted to 
reduce and eliminate violence against women whether 
by governmental or non-governmental institutions. Also, 
the already low percentage of women who resorted to 
specialized institutions based on the 2005-2006 statistics 
decreased. It is necessary for the specialized institutions 
to revise and evaluate their work and examine the real 
reasons behind women’s reluctance to resort to these 
institutions.

The most extreme form of violence against women is 
femicide. Although there is no accurate or comprehensive 
information about this phenomenon in the Palestinian 
society, available information indicates that these crimes 
are frequently committed against Palestinian women and 
girls. The Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and Counseling 
documented 29 murder cases and 9 suicide cases 
between 2007 and 2010 (Abu Ghoush, 2010).

According to the Al-Muntada Coalition – Forum to 
Combat Violence against Women, femicide increased 
in 2008 with 19 cases in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 
The youngest female to be killed was three months old. 
She was killed because her father suspected that she was 
not his daughter. The eldest woman to be killed was 75 
years old without knowing the reason why she was killed. 
The reasons for murder were indicated as mysterious 
circumstances in some cases. 10 cases were registered as 
honor killings (8 cases in the West Bank and 2 cases in the 
Gaza Strip). This indicates that the number of killings in 
the West Bank is higher than in the Gaza Strip. However, 
this may not be the reality because not all killing cases in 
the Gaza Strip are documented because of the difficulty 
of obtaining accurate information and the real numbers 
of femicide cases are not available.

According to the statistics of the Women’s Centre for Legal 
Aid and Counseling, 13 women were killed for different 
reasons in 2012 in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

Concerning the situation of violence in the Gaza Strip, in 
a telephone interview with Ms. Nadia Abu Nahla, director 
of the Women’s Affairs Technical Committee, she said that 
the Gaza Strip is a special case in addition to all the forms 
of violence committed against women. A campaign called 
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the “virtue campaign” was launched to put pressure 
on women and girls and forbid them from going to the 
beach and participating in sports and entertainment 
activities. Moreover, they are chased by the police and 
asked to show their identity cards to check their marital 
status and make sure that they are married to the men 
accompanying them. Abu Nahla stated that women are 
not allowed to go to public cafes. They are pressured to 
wear Jilbab and exposed to various harassments.

9.2.1. violence in the Palestinian laws
The applicable laws, especially those which have to do 
with women, discriminate against women and perpetuate 
their subordination. (This paper will shed light on some 
provisions concerning women in the Jordanian personal 
status law no. 16 of 1976 applicable in the West Bank. 
It will also tackle some provisions in the Jordanian penal 
law of 1960).

Personal status law: Article 5 of the personal status law 
stipulates that eligibility for marriage is conditional on 
both parties being of sound mind. The groom must be at 
least 16 and the bride at least 15 years of age.

This article explicitly allows early marriage for both 
genders. Early marriage is considered to be a form of 
violence against both genders.

Jordanian penal law of 1960

Article 62: the law permits disciplinary beating of children 
by their parents in a manner allowed by public customs.

Article 98: Extenuating circumstances: He who commits a 
crime in a state of great anger resulting from a wrongful 
and dangerous act on the part of the victim shall be liable 
to a lesser penalty.

Article 285: Incest: A prison sentence for a period of 
two (2) to three (3) years shall be imposed in the case of 
incest committed between ascendants and descendants, 
whether they are legitimate or not, brothers and sisters, 
half-brothers and half-sisters, all relatives by marriage in 
the same position, or if one of the offenders has legal or 
de facto authority.

This punishment is very simple compared to the crime 
committed. This is also considered a violation and an act 
of violence against girls.

Article 308: Discontinuance and Resumption of the 
Prosecution

1. If a valid marriage is concluded between the perpetrator 
of one of the crimes provided in this Chapter and the 
victim, the prosecution shall be discontinued, including 
any previous sentences rendered against the perpetrator. 
This article acquits a person who rapes a girl when he 
marries her. This is an extreme form of violence and a 
grave violation of a girl’s human dignity.

Article 340: Excuse

1. A husband who surprises his wife or a close female 

relative in the act of adultery with another person, and 
kills, injures or harms either of them, or both, shall benefit 
from a mitigating excuse.

2. The perpetrator of a killing or an injury shall benefit 
from a mitigating excuse if he surprises a spouse, 
ascendant, descendent, or sibling with another person in 
an unlawful bed.

This article is considered an explicit endorsement of the 
practice of femicide. This is regarded as the most extreme 
form of violence, namely the deprivation of the right to 
life.

9.2.2. The relationship between violence 
from the occupation and domestic 
violence
Although few data are available on the prevalence of 
domestic violence and its association with the occupation 
violence, the limited information that is available shows 
that households in which men have lost employment 
because of occupation measures may suffer from 
higher rates of domestic violence, although this remains 
inconclusive and requires further investigation (World 
Bank, 2010).

Researcher Nadera Kevorkian mentions that the division 
of Palestinian territories into areas A,B and C and the 
Israeli administrative and security control on areas C, 
which constitute 64 per cent of the West Bank, have 
caused many perpetrators of violence to escape to areas 
C where the Palestinian Authority is unable to pursue 
them. These areas are considered to be a safe haven for 
offenders.

In another study prepared by Abu Bakr and Owaida, the 
relationship between violence against women and girls 
inside the family and occupation violence is addressed. 
Public violence affects private violence. Exposure to 
political violence is closely associated with domestic and 
spousal violence. Also, other studies indicate a connection 
between exposure to political violence and girls reporting 
higher levels of domestic violence and lower levels of 
performance for males in the family. After the invasion 
of the West Bank in 2002, some issues related to the 
economic situation emerged such as depriving girls from 
continuing their education, not allowing women to 
choose their husbands and early marriage. Domestic 
problems increased also leading to more patriarchal 
violence. Service providers for abused women have said 
that there is an increase in the cases of abortion, sexual 
harassment and sexual assault. In the study, the reasons 
behind this increase are not provided or explained. 
In a survey carried out on 31 women in Nablus and 
Bethlehem, 35 per cent of the surveyed women believed 
that psychological and emotional violence against women 
increased during the second Intifada, 25 per cent believed 
that sexual harassment against women increased, 23 
per cent believed that physical violence against women 
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increased; and 19 per cent believed that rape increased. 
However, the study does not tackle the reasons behind 
this increase from the women’s point of view. (Abu Bakr 
et al, 2004).

Concerning donors’ interest in the issue of violence, 
Johnson indicates that donor’s gender agendas and 
their funding interest in gender-based violence included 
individual male violence but often seemed to exclude the 
pervasive colonial violence in which Palestinian women, 
men and children lived their lives, and sometimes meet 
their deaths (Johnson,2011).

9.2.3. Achievements and opportunities
A review of the work already accomplished and underway 
shows the main achievements and opportunities which 
may contribute to the elimination of domestic violence 
as follows:

·	 The Palestinian Declaration of Independence 
consolidates the concept of gender equality. 
Article 9 of the Basic Law states that “Palestinians 
shall be equal before the law and the judiciary, 
without distinction based on race, gender, color, 
religion, political views or disability.” Basic Law 
of 2004.

·	 Palestinian Women’s Bill of Rights was prepared 
by the General Union of Palestinian Women 
and women’s institutions. It was announced in 
Jerusalem in 1994. The Palestinian Women’s Bill 
of Rights tackles a number of rights especially 
political, economic and social rights which do 
not include the protection of women from 
violence in addition to criminal rights and 
rights which have to do with capacity. In 1997, 
a national strategy for the Palestinian women 
was formulated with the participation of the 
General Union of Palestinian Women and 
women’s institutions and centers. The Bill of 
Rights was developed and submitted to the 
Legislative Council in 1997, 2000 and 2002.

·	 The Personal Status Law Coalition was 
established in 1998. It comprised political 
institutions, centers, groups and powers to 
examine the quality of the Personal Status 
Law. The coalition depended in its work on the 
Palestinian Declaration of Independence and 
the Palestinian Basic Law that stipulate equality 
between men and women. Also, the coalition 
relied on international charters and treaties 
agreed to by the Palestinian National Authority. 
The work of this coalition focuses on amending 
articles of the Jordanian personal status law 
applicable in the West Bank pertaining to early 
marriage, guardianship and custody, polygamy 
and community property, that is, amending 
articles which allow the subordination of and 
violence against women.

·	 The Ministry of Women’s Affairs was established 
in 2003 as a quality addition to develop policies 
to empower women. The Ministry is the leading 
and formal umbrella body on domestic violence 
issues. The ministry has adopted a Strategic 
Plan to Combat Violence against Women. It 
also heads the National Committee to Combat 
Violence against Women.

·	 Al-Muntada Coalition – Forum to Combat 
Violence against Women was established in 
2000. It consists of 15 human rights and women’s 
institutions. Al-Amal Coalition to Combat 
Violence Against Women was established in 
the Gaza Strip in 2009. It consists of civil human 
rights and women’s institutions. Al-Muntada 
and Al-Amal Coalition aim to eradicate all 
forms of violence against women and combat 
femicide.

·	 The National Committee to Combat Violence 
against Women headed by the Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs was established in 2008 by a 
cabinet decision. The committee comprises 
representatives from governmental and 
nongovernmental organizations, including 
the Ministries of Women’s Affairs, Social 
Affairs, Justice, Health, Labor and Religious 
Endowments in addition to the Supreme Judge 
Department, the Palestinian Ifta’ Department, 
the Governorates Affairs Department in the 
President’s Office, the General Union of 
Palestinian Women and Al-Muntada Coalition 
– Forum to Combat Violence against. This 
committee is basically responsible for preparing 
the national strategy to combat violence against 
women and overseeing its implementation.

·	 The President signed the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) and endorsed the UN 
Security Council Resolution 1325, which are 
important mechanisms to safeguard women’s 
rights and protect women against violence.

·	 A penal law coalition was established. It consists 
of a group of women’s organizations and the 
General Union of Palestinian Women. It aims 
to amend the articles which have to do with 
discrimination against women in the penal law.

·	 A nationwide referral system has been set up. It 
includes procedures and systems to effectively 
refer and follow-up on violence cases. Although, 
this system has not been adopted yet, efforts 
are underway to implement this system at the 
national level. The Women’s Centre for Legal 
Aid and Counseling and Juzoor for Health and 
Social Development in Palestine created this 
system in cooperation with governmental and 
non-governmental organizations. Work on this 
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system began in 2009.

·	 Television and radio programs and periodicals 
address and discuss violence against women. 
Examples include “Breaking the Silence” 
program which is produced by the Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs, “Raise Your Voice” program 
and “The voice of women” magazine published 
by the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, in addition 
to other radio and television programs which 
discuss the issue of domestic violence and 
violence against women.

·	 A family violence protection draft law was 
prepared by the Women’s Centre for Legal 
Aid and Counseling in cooperation with 
other governmental and non-governmental 
organizations and with the support of the 
Ministries of Women’s Affairs and Social Affairs. 
This draft was submitted to the cabinet and is 
under discussion.

·	 Domestic violence and femicide cases are 
documented. The PCBS comprehensive 
national survey provides information and data 
concerning violence against women. There are 
a number of analytical studies which discuss the 
issue of violence. This helps in understanding 
the problem and its dimensions. Consequently, 
this contributes to formulating programs and 
interventions to reduce and eradicate domestic 
violence and violence against women. However, 
the available data are limited and insufficient. 
Also, there is contradiction in the figures 
provided by the different stakeholders.

·	 Shelters to protect women from violence, 
especially women whose lives are in danger, 
are available. There are three centers in the 
West Bank; two of them are supervised by the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and the third, which 
is an emergency center, is supervised by the 
Women’s Centre for Legal Aid and Counseling. 
A shelter was established in the Gaza Strip but it 
does not receive cases. There is a need for such 
shelters as they provide protection for women 
whose lives are in danger. These shelters also 
need to be examined and evaluated to improve 
their work.

9.2.4. Challenges
·	 The Palestinian National Authority respects and 

adopts human rights instruments such as the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 
International Covenants on Civil and Political 
Rights and on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights. It has also signed and ratified conventions 
such as the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW). However, the contents of these 

conventions are not included in the applicable 
laws in Palestine. As discussed above, some 
articles of the Penal Law and the Personal 
Status Law which are applicable in Palestine still 
discriminate against women and perpetuate 
their subordination. This is regarded as a form 
of violence against women. It also means that 
there is no political will to amend the applicable 
laws which discriminate against women.

·	 The Palestinian Declaration of Independence 
and the Palestinian Basic Law call for gender 
equality and reject discrimination. These 
documents are supposed to be the main 
reference in formulating laws. However, some 
articles pertaining to women in the applicable 
laws contradict with the contents of these 
documents.

·	 There is still a problem in defining violence. 
Therefore, it is important to agree on a definition 
which takes into account the social, political, 
cultural, and economic circumstances of the 
Palestinian society to accurately determine the 
scope of this phenomenon and the prevalence 
of domestic violence.

·	 Although data are available, there are 
no specialized bodies that regularly and 
systematically document cases of domestic 
violence and violence against women. Therefore, 
the available data are not comprehensive and 
accurate.

·	 There are no studies and investigations about 
the relationship between the Israeli occupation 
and domestic violence and violence against 
women. Although reference is made to this 
issue here and there, the relationship and 
connection between the forms of violence and 
how the occupation violence affects violence 
against women are not addressed.

·	 The Palestinian legislative council is currently 
not functional which hinders the amendment of 
laws and the review and reading of proposed and 
submitted laws.

9.3. Recommendations
·	 Agreeing on a definition of the concept of 

violence which takes into consideration the 
Palestinian context at the political, social, 
economic and cultural levels.

·	 Conducting qualitative and quantitative studies 
and research to understand the relationship 
between the violence of the Israeli occupation 
and domestic violence and violence against 
women.

·	 A specific body, the Ministry of Women’s 
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Affairs (MoWA) for instance, should undertake 
the documentation and collection of data 
and information on domestic violence. This 
should be done in a systematic, continuous and 
comprehensive fashion to create a database to 
which the concerned institutions may refer for 
information.

·	 Prevention programs targeting both men and 
women should be implemented in order to 
raise awareness about violence against women 
and change the perceptions and beliefs which 
permit violence against women.

·	 As violence is associated with the social, cultural, 
legal and economic context, it is important to 
consider all these aspects when formulating 
interventions to combat Israeli violence. 
Interventions are needed at the education, 
curriculum and media levels. Efforts need to 
be made to improve the economic situation 
of Palestinian households and women. Also, it 
is important to engage religious institutions to 
raise the awareness of people about domestic 
violence so that domestic violence is viewed as 
public rather than a private problem.

·	 Amending the applicable laws which 
discriminate against women. These laws must 
be consistent with international conventions as 
well as local instruments such as the Declaration 
of Independence and the Basic Law which call 
for gender equality and justice. These include 
the Jordanian personal status law applicable in 
the West Bank and the Egyptian law applicable 
in the Gaza Strip as well as both the Jordanian 
and Egyptian penal laws.

·	 Ratifying and bringing into effect the draft family 
protection law.

·	 Adopting and implementing the national referral 
system which is concerned with violence across 
all health, social and legal sectors.

·	 Donors should not interfere in the formulation 
of projects aimed at supporting institutions 
concerned with combating domestic violence. 
Work should be done as part of sustainable 
programs. This is because creating change in 
this field takes a long time.
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10
INTERNATIONAL 
AID AND PolICy 
QUESTIONS
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10.1. Introduction
This section seeks to review international aid mechanisms 
and their impacts in the oPt, and the extent to which aid 
may be effectively directed to gender mainstreaming. 
Understanding the impact of international aid and 
donor agencies on national policies, programs and 
interventions requires first to understand the process of 
decision-making within the relevant Palestinian Authority 
ministries represented in the LACS as follows:

·	 The Quartet (the United States, the Russian 
Federation, the European Union, and the 
United Nations) was established in Madrid 
in 2002 to mediate the peace process in the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The Quartet is the 
governing body to which the Ad Hoc Liaison 
Committee (AHLC) is affiliated. The AHLC is 
chaired by Norway and the World Bank is the 
Secretariat. Members include: the Palestinian 
Authority, Canada, Egypt, the International 
Monetary Fund, Japan, Jordan, Russia, Saudi 
Arabia, Tunisia, the United Nations and Israel. 
These are the two principal mechanisms for 
international aid. The AHLC reviews the policies 
and strategies of international aid. This means 
that the Palestinian Authority is one of many 
parties that have a stake in the process of 
revising the policies and strategies according to 
which international aid is determined.

·	 The Joint Liaison Committee (JLC) follows up on 
the decisions of the AHLC and coordinates with 
the Israeli government. The Local Development 
Forum (LDF) follows up on aid and international 
support issues in the oPt. The LDF oversees the 
social sector including education, health, social 
protection and humanitarian assistance. Every 
sector has a local and international coordinator. 
For example, the education sector is supervised 
by the Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education, France and UNESCO, while the health 
sector is supervised by the Ministry of Health, 
USAID and the World Health Organization, and 
so on. The LDF coordinates with the Task Force on 
Project Implementation (TFPI). The two bodies 
liaise with the LACS, which supports the LDF, 
the Strategy Groups (SGs), the Sector Working 
Groups (SWGs) and the TFPI. Also, it supervises 
the sectors of governance, infrastructure and 
economic policy.

·	 The SGs, which focus on policy formulation and 
programmatic coordination, are co-chaired by a 
Palestinian body and an international funding 
body. The same applies to all the details related 
to the four sectors referred to above. This means 
that the international support agencies do not 
confine their relationship to the Palestinian 
National Authority on the general level but 

work with every Palestinian party on the partial 
planning level.

·	 The mentioned committees and bodies seek to 
improve the effectiveness of the aid offered to 
the Palestinians in line with the Paris Declaration 
of 2005 which outlines the following five 
fundamental principles for making aid more 
effective:

Ownership: for aid recipients to have their own 
national development strategies and strategic 
priorities linked to a medium-term expenditure 
framework and annual budgets.

Alignment: establishing effective financial 
administration systems and aligning aid with 
national priorities.

Harmonization: joint analysis of the local reality 
and directing part of the aid to program support 
development.

Managing for results: establishing transparent 
performance assessment frameworks to measure 
results.

Joint accountability: monitoring the progress 
achieved toward approved goals.

10.2. Main results – 
Trends and Challenges
The Paris Declaration was criticized for not addressing 
the issue of gender equality, which led to the adoption of 
the Accra Declaration in 2008. However, gender equality 
was tackled in more detail in the Busan Partnership for 
Effective Development Cooperation (BOD) 2010 which 
calls for:

1. Accelerating and deepening efforts to collect, 
disseminate, harmonize and make full use of 
data disaggregated by sex.

2. Ensuring that public expenditures are targeted 
appropriately to benefit both women and men.

3. Integrating targets for gender equality and 
women’s empowerment in accountability 
mechanisms.

4. Addressing gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in all aspects of our development 
efforts, including peace-building and state-
building.

A follow-up survey on monitoring the Paris Declaration 
was conducted to assess progress in aid effectiveness. 
The Ministry of Planning participated in the survey in 
2011, but without referring to the part related to gender 
mainstreaming.

In line with above-mentioned declarations, LACS has 
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recently started to mainstream gender in all its operations 
by unifying the strategic goals based on which funding is 
determined, as follows:

Achieving development/progress and economic growth 
based on broad participation, equality and environmental 
sustainability in:

1. Human rights and gender equality.

2. Good governance (including the justice and 
security system).

3. The social situation of the population.

4. Political participation and conflict resolution 
(Reinprecht, 2012).

The Palestinian Authority depends on international aid. 
In 2010, development assistance accounted for 31 per 
cent of GDP (UN Women, 2012). The oPt is one of the 
highest recipients of official development assistance in 
the world. European Union countries are the major donor 
with almost 55 per cent of oPt aid followed by the United 
States with 32 per cent. Major donors are Saudi Arabia, 
United Arab Emirates, Algeria and, to a lesser extent, 
Egypt, Qatar and Russia. These countries contributed a 
combined total of USD 260 million in 2009 (UN Women, 
2012).

Breaking down aid flows by sectors, social sectors receive 
53 per cent, followed by humanitarian aid (23 per cent), 
program assistance (8 per cent), health and education (3 
per cent each), and economic infrastructure and services 
(2 per cent) (UN Women, 2012). The main aid modalities 
to oPt are budget support and humanitarian assistance. 
Aid reached its highest level in 2008 to reach about USD 
1.7 billion. Following the drop in 2009/2010, it reached 
USD 1 billion in 2011. The UN Women study found a 
difficulty in determining the proportion of aid directed to 
gender mainstreaming and women’s empowerment, let 
alone measuring and evaluating its impact even though 
several international organizations have started to use 
the gender marker to track the amount of resources 
devoted to gender equality and women’s empowerment 
such as UNDP, UNICEF, and OCHA.

The Ministry of Planning developed the online aid 
management system with donors’ support. However, the 
system does not provide indicators to measure the volume 
of aid directed to gender mainstreaming and women’s 
empowerment except for one code which has to do with 
support for institutions and organizations (governmental 
and non-governmental) working for gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. The system therefore does not 
track donor allocations to projects focused on gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. A customized 
database report provided by the Ministry of Planning lists 
23 gender equality projects with a reported project start 
in 2006 until January 2011. The overall amount allocated 
to these gender equality projects (commitments) for 
the whole period was USD 14.1 million out of a total of 
USD 1,082,000. Gender equality projects represented a 

share of 1.3 per cent of overall development aid from this 
selection registered in the database (UN Women, 2012). 
Concerning bilateral cooperation projects between 
donors and Palestinian parties, the above-mentioned 
study refers to a mix of awareness, understanding and 
implementation of gender mainstreaming in donors’ 
policies. As for evaluating international aid effectiveness 
in the light of the principles of the Paris Declaration, 
the study indicates some aspects of progress especially 
in relation to the implementation of strategies which 
take into consideration some gender issues. However, in 
respect of the other principles, there is still a huge gap 
especially concerning the alignment of goals and the 
harmonization of efforts.

·	 LACS approved the Ministry of Women’s Affairs’ 
membership in SGs and SWGs as the national 
mechanism responsible for mainstreaming gender 
issues in the plans, programs and budgets.

·	 Despite the importance of the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs’ participation in this framework, there are 
some challenges as follows:

·	 The varying capacities and expertise of LACS members 
may put those who are responsible for it in a leading 
position.

·	 Although the LACS gender survey report indicates that 
issues such as the occupation, refugees, Jerusalem, 
and Area C are the most urgent and most important 
issues, making them an ideal entry point to address 
issues of equal access of men and women to state 
institutions and services, financial commitments to 
support these urgent issues remain an important 
challenge facing the Palestinian parties represented 
in the Secretariat.

·	 In reviewing international aid trends for the period 
between 2007 and 2014 through some internationally 
funded projects, we find that funding priorities do 
not necessarily take the above-mentioned priorities 
or urgent issues into consideration. Rather, they 
focus on aspects such as: violence against women, 
mainstreaming gender in security agencies and 
supporting the reproductive health sector, etc. This 
does not correspond to the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs strategic plans in general.

·	 There is no local or international mechanism to 
determine the amount of foreign aid directed to 
gender equality, women’s empowerment or gender 
mainstreaming in general.
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10.3. Recommendations
·	 Policy and strategic priorities of funding should be 

developed based on a comprehensive and accurate 
knowledge of the Palestinian context and in broad 
consultation with different women’s groups and 
defending them based on comprehensive knowledge.

·	 International parties should not be viewed as funding 
agencies only but also as political supporters. This 
support should be activated in the most urgent issues 
(Jerusalem, refugees and sovereignty).

·	 The Ministry of Women’s Affairs should monitor and 
evaluate the flow of international aid to make sure it 
is directed toward Palestinian priorities.

·	 A mechanism should be created between the Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs and AHLC to determine the 
proportion of aid devoted to gender mainstreaming 
and equality.

·	  An accountability system should be developed based 
on ongoing internal assessment between actors in 
the women’s movement (MoWA and civil society 
organizations) to monitor the flow of aid and its 
impact and how to affect its course in cooperation 
with the parliament when its role is activated.

·	 The Ministry of Women’s Affairs should seek, in 
partnership with PCBS and the Ministry of Planning, 
to establish information systems which provide 
accurate data on the funding of gender equality 
issues.
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Annex 1: Interviews and consultations
1. list of Meetings with Key Informants

Date organization Interviewees/Positions Focus Areas

1-11-2012 Ministry of Local 
Government

Hanan Emseeh/

Head of Gender Unit

Resignation reasons of female members 
of local councils

5-11-2012 Right to Play Jamil Sawalmeh/

Program Officer

Girls’ participation in the NGO’s activities

Approaching conservative communities

6-11-2012 Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs

Fatina Wathaefi/

General Director of Planning 
and Policies

The national gender strategy: obstacles 
and priority areas

MOWA’s monitoring and evaluation 
system

22-11-
2012

Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs

Fatima Radaydeh/

Head of Gender Unit

Gender Units: tasks & obstacles & tactics

27-11-
2012

Sawa Center LinaSaleh Sawa’s awareness campaigns at schools

24-12-
2012

Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs

Fatemah Botmeh/

Person in charge of Tawasol 
Centers

Tawasol Centers: general information & 
activities they implement

Coordination process with Tawasol 
Centers

21-2-2013 UN Women – Gaza 
Office

HebaZayyan Gaza briefing; planning joint consultation 
meeting

24-2-2013 Christian Aid Azzam El-Saqqa Gaza – general context

24-2-2013 Bureij Women’s 
Health Centre, 
Culture & Free 
Thought Assoc.

Maha Al-Akkad Gaza – general context

25-2-2013 Community Media 
Center

Andaleeb Hussein Gaza – general context
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Date organization Interviewees/Positions Focus Areas

25-2-2013 Community Media 
Center

AndaleebAdwan/

Director Joint Consultation with Experts and 
Activists on Women’s Issues

Joint Consultation with Experts and 
Activists on Women’s Issues

PWWSD Wejdan El-Bayoumi/

Office Coordinator

Al-Ataa Society JamilaAlzaanin

WAC Amal Siam

MAAN Laila Al Bayoumi/

Community Development 
Officer

PCHR Mona Shawa/

Director of Women’s Unit

PCDCR AbedelMonemTahrawy/

Projects Manager

AISHA Reem Frainah/

Executive Manager

AISHA Mariam Abu Atta/

Projects Officer

WATC Faten Al-Bayoumi

4-4-2013 Accreditation and 
Quality Assurance 
Commission

Mirvat Bulbul/ Director Education

8-4-2013 UN Women –Gaza 
Office

HebaZayyan/ Head Gaza situation – general, VAW

11-4-2013 UN Women –Gaza 
Office

HebaZayyan/ Head Gaza situation – follow-up on report gaps

15-4-2013 MOE – Gender Unit Jamil Shatayeh Education – gender, statistics

17-4-2013 MOE – Planning and 
Development

BasriSaleh/ Assistant 
Undersecretary

Education – policies, trends, priorities

22-4-2013 MOE RabihaElyan/ Acting Director, 
Monitoring and Evaluation

SaadehHamoudeh/ DG, 
Planning

MunjedSliman/ Head, Statistics

MamounJaber/ Director, 
Information and Studies

Mahdi Al-Qarud/ Head, School 
Map

Education – statistics

2. list of Steering Committee Meetings
7 June 2012 (preparatory)

16 August 2012

5 September 2012
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7 September 2012

1 October 2012

10 October 2012

23 October 2012

28 November 2012

18 December 2012

19 February 2013 (MOWA workshop)

27 February 2013

13 March 2013

2 April 2013

9 April 2013

10 April 2013

3. Information and Capacity Building workshops
Wednesday, 27 March 2013 – Presentation and discussion on report findings related to health and education

Thursday, 28 March 2013 – Presentation and discussion on report findings related to Economic participation and 
empowerment, Social Protection and International Aid

Tuesday, 2 April 2013 – Presentation and discussion on report findings related to Political and public participation and 
Access to Justice

Tuesday, 7 May 2013 – Gender Analysis in Planning: Economic Participation and Access to and Control over Assets

Wednesday, 8 May 2013 – Gender Analysis in Planning: Social Services – Health and Education

Thursday, 9 May 2013 – Gender Analysis in Planning: Social Protection and VAW

Monday, 13 May 2013 – Gender Analysis in Planning: Political Participation and Access to Justice

Wednesday, 15 May 2013 – Gender Analysis in Planning: Using Power Analysis and Social Change Theory in Planning

Monday, 28 May 2013 – Briefing on key report findings for LACS
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Annex 2: overview of focus group discussions with 
MowA Tawasol Centers
In accordance with the participatory approach of this research, 3 focus groups were organized in three governorates: 
Salfeet, Hebron and Jericho. The target group was women members of Tawasol. The latter is a coalition of local 
governmental and non-governmental women and academic organizations operating within the same governorate. It is 
a project which the Ministry of Women’s Affairs started to implement in 2005 by opening 4 centers in the governorates of 
Bethlehem, Hebron, Nablus and Jenin. Now, there are 11 Tawasol Centers in the West Bank to enhance communication 
and partnership between governmental and non-governmental bodies. Therefore, these centers are located in the 
governorates’ premises at Women and Child Departments whose directors are also the coordinators of Tawasol.

Methodology

To know about Tawasol Centers and facilitate the coordination process, a meeting with the coordinator of Tawasol 
centers at the Ministry of Women’s Affairs was held. The latter talked about the idea of Tawasol, how it started and 
provided a list of all Tawasol Centers, the coordinators names and their telephone numbers. When asked about the 
most active centers, she nominated Tawasol Centers in Salfeet, Hebron and Jericho. Accordingly, contact with the 
coordinators in these governorates was made to arrange for focus groups of maximum 6 active female members of 
Tawasol per group. However, in Salfeet the number of women who attended the discussion was 11 whereas in Jericho 
it was only 4. The focus groups’ discussion varied in duration; a minimum of 1 hour and a maximum of one and a half 
hour.

The focus group discussions approach adopted the positive deviance theory.76 Thus, the aim behind arranging focus 
group discussions was to identify the most successful activities or initiatives which Tawasol Centers had implemented 
and their elements and reasons of success in addition to understanding the relationship between Tawasol Centers and 
their local community. Accordingly, the guiding questions focused on knowing the most successful activities/initiatives, 
why and how these activities in particular succeeded while the others did not, and what was the reaction of the local 
community (below are the guiding questions).

Challenges, obstacles and limitations

·	 The public employees’ strike has limited the scheduling options of FDGs to two or three days per week 
(Sunday, Monday and Tuesday) as the public employees were always on strike on Wednesdays and Thursdays. 
Moreover, the FGD in Salfeet was once postponed because of the transport strike.

·	 Because of the long delay in securing a permit to the Gaza Strip and the absence of Tawasol Centres in the Gaza 
Strip, the meeting of local women activists in the Gaza Strip was re-designed as group consultation reflecting 
on factors contributing to/hindering successful initiatives for greater equality of rights and opportunities for 
women with current contexts in the Gaza Strip and identification of policy priorities, strategic opportunities.

·	 Given the number of FGDs held (3 FGDS) and the limited geographical distribution of the participants, the 
FGDs should not be taken as representative. Rather, the FGDs should be understood within the framework 
of the Steering Committee’s commitment to ensure stakeholders’ reflection on study findings through the 
FGDs, group consultations and interview along with the series of consultative workshops and to lay the 
foundations for an ongoing participatory process for the development of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs’ 
new strategic plan. The location-specific nature of the FGDs allowed for checking back with local women 
activists regarding the study framework in terms of perceived priorities and focus of community-based 
activities. Results generally affirmed study parameters as well as suggesting several areas for further research 
not (for example the link between inheritance and honor killings and the practice of apportioning lands near 
the Wall to women in inheritance settlements).

Questions for focal groups

General Questions:

·	 As women’s activists, what are the urgent issues and topics for women in the governorate?

·	 As a Tawasol center, how do you deal with such issues? Give examples.

Activities:

·	 As a Tawasol center, what activities do you implement?

76 The positive deviance approach to social change is “based on the observation that in any community, there are people whose uncommon but successful behav-
iors or strategies enable them to find better solutions to a problem than their peers, despite facing similar challenges and having no extra resources or knowledge 
than their peers. These individuals are referred to as positive deviants” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Positive_Deviance).
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·	 What is the most successful activity?

·	 What are the success factors for this activity? Why did it succeed?

·	 Why weren’t the other activities as successful?

·	 At the personal level, how does your work at Tawasol center affect your lives?

Local community:

·	 How do you assess the interaction of the local community with your activities?

·	 Have you encountered any difficulties in implementation?

·	 Who usually supports you? Groups? Sectors?
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