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Saudi Arabian women are breaking the silence and finally they are speaking out about violence against women. April 2004 was a landmark in the history of women in Saudi Arabia. In that month, a famous TV presenter Rania al-Baz appeared in the newspapers and on television after having brutally beaten  up by her husband. She suffered more than 13 fractures, and she was bruised all over her head, and she was admitted to the hospital almost dead . She required plastic surgery. Of course, the incident was unfortunate for the TV presenter, but it was fortunate for the Saudi women, as it brought the subject of domestic violence into focus, and to the attention of the higher authorities in the Kingdom,. Since then, TV programs and media coverage have been speaking of violence against women. They have talked not only of physical violence but also about economic and psychological  violence. Before that domestic violence was either a family matter, or was taboo. At the worst, some people believed that the husband had the right to beat his wife, and that the subject was not to be discussed. Now, after we addressed the problem in the public and the media, more and more women have come out over the last two years to speak out about violence against women, and then we saw some statistics coming out, though they are primitive, but they indicate how big the problem is.  In 2005, about 1063 cases of domestic violence were reported to the human rights bodies in Saudi Arabia, and these were cases of abuse against women and children.  Since we are 23 million, this may not be much,  but they represent about one third of all cases presented to the human rights organizations. The Ministry of Social Affairs published that in the year 2005,  there were 560 cases of violence presented. This is in comparision to less than 30 cases in 1999. This does not mean that violence is increasing, it only means that more and more women are speaking out. 

In  a small point prevalence  survey that was conducted by an university professor with a sample size of  300 women, 3 out of 4  said that they had been beaten at least once in their lives, and 28 percent said that they were subject to constant psychological and  emotional abuse.

 With all this, the government has started to work against this violence. I will speak of some of new  strategies that have been developed in Saudi Arabia to address this issue. 

1. The formation of the  human rights society which has as a major focus, domestic violence. Women feel that the human rights bodies can help them  A lot of women  think that the human rights organizations can help, for in my country, the legal system is not favorable to women. They feel that human rights societies will help them fight for their rights. 

2. The formation of domestic violence courts, about six months ago, which are special courts that try cases of domestic violence. We hope that these courts will be run by judges who are well trained and can understand the problem of domestic violence.

3. In 1994, there was  a social protection committee in the Ministry of Social Affairs. But it was full of men, and did nothing. Recently, however, it has been re activated,  due to public pressure and  has been conducting survey and has also recruited women to work with them. Another important thing that we are working on are hotlines, though right now they work for only three hours per day but it is a beginning. 

4. Something that I am proud of is the formation of the program that I started among professionals at the hospital  in 1999. This is the national family safety program, and it started as a small hospital based intervention program, directed against child abuse and neglect,. Of course, being a pediatrician, that was my main focus, It was then that I realize that it was very difficult to talk about child abuse without talking about the abuse of women, since both were linked together, and associated with each other, and that is why we started working on both. 

During our work we had problems both at the community and societal level. We were restricted within the boundaries of the hospital and in many instances we discharged abused women and children to the abusive environment without any means of follow up. In Saudi Arabia, there are no societies or associations that take care of families, no shelters and no means of support, A lot of times women prefer to be silent and not press charges because they are afraid to lose their children. So, it was from here that it was decided to form the national family safety program with help of some academics, especially women, In Nov 2005, the program got the official approval of the king through the royal decree and our honorary president is Her Highness Princess Sita Bin Ab al-Aziz ibn Saud who is the King’s sister and we are getting their support in addressing the problem and finding solutions., This program, though formed under the umbrella of our hospital which is a government agency, functions as a non profit organization. 

Our mission in WFS is both prevention and Intervention for prevention. We hope to prevent domestic violence against women and children in our society and this is a long term plan. We are currently working in the intervention program and this includes many things such as 

1. Awareness campaign to address the problem and to seek solution through education of the public.

2. Most important, we want to be teaching Saudi women their rights as laid down by Islam., A lot of Saudi women mix culture and religion, in fact many things that are cultural in nature are accepted as religious  and linked to Islam in Saudi Arabia.. Many women do not know these rights.

3. The establishment of specialized services for victims such as shelters, hotline, ec.

4. Training and education of people working in domestic violence such as police men, ) 

5. Legal reform. The formation of domestic violence courts came after the sustained efforts of many agencies and public opinion grops and the media, We always appear in the media and talk about the reform of the legal system and the formation of domestic violence courts, 

6. Another reform that appeared recently (June 2006) is the first child abuse case where the abuser got sentenced to prison. Earlier, this was not a crime that could be punished with imprisonment

Finally, the consequences of violence against women are profound. It extends beyond the shealth and happiness of a woman,, but it affects the whole of society because women are unable to take care of themselves, and their children, which is the future.

1. We need more and more women’s organizations that support women’s issues at all levels with funding and assistance from the government and the international organizations. Although our program is a beginning, we hope that many more will come.

2. Our program has just started and we need the help of experienced organizations in this field. We just took the first  step of addressing the problem and initiating a program such as the NFS to prevent violence against women. We have a lot of hopes and dreams that we want to accomplish. 

Now finally, a few words about AIDS. 

In Saudi Arabia, it is not endemic but I look at it as an emerging endemic.  , there are 10,600 cases of HIV AIDS in the country by 2005. Most are expatriates but 25% are Saudi nationals. There is an 18% increase in reported cases compared to 2004. Thus there is a gradual increase in cases. Women in 2004 represent 16% of the whole. In 2005 it is 21%. Most of them got it from their husbands since we do not have prostitution, drugs or other risk factors for women to get HIV, so they got it through hetro sexual contact. HIV is an emerging epidemic, but the secrecy of HIV is still there. Some women do not even tell their mother that they have HIV. It is not a major problem, but it will be a major problem in the future.

Thank you.

