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Feature: Women in Sports 
 
Arab women’s sports are “witnessing remarkable progress,” says Nada Al Naqbi, the Deputy Head 
of the Supreme Organizing Committee for the Arab Women Sports Tournament. This year’s 
tournament includes female athletes from 17 countries who will compete in events including 
basketball, volleyball, table tennis, fencing, and archery, among others. For instance, Saudi Arabia 
has seen growing numbers of female athletes competing around the world to “try to change 
stereotypes and show a different segment in Saudi Arabia.”  
 
From the West Bank, there is a new documentary “Speed Sisters” that chronicles the first all-female 
racing team in the Middle East. From the Gaza Strip, there are numerous articles about Gaza’s only 
competitive female runner, 15-year-old Nofal, and reports about the cycling club for women that 
has garnered attention because “female cyclists are a fairly unusual sight throughout the Arab 
world.” From elsewhere in the region, there are stories about a competitive Iranian rock climber, 
Farnaz Esmaeilzadeh, and the only female Algerian football match official, Soumaia Fergani. 
 
Political Developments 
 
The Iranian parliamentary elections were by far the biggest story about women’s political 
participation in the MENA region during the first quarter of 2016. In late February, 14 women were 
elected to Iran’s Majles during the first round of parliamentary elections in late February. However, 
in March, the Iranian Guardian Council nullified the victory of Minoo Khaleghi, one of the women 
elected to parliament. The Guardian Council did not provide an explanation for this decision and 
had previously vetted her to participate in the 2016 elections. The Guardian Council also 
disqualified approximately 800 of the more than 1,200 women who had registered to run in the 
2016 elections.  
 
Run-off elections in late April will determine if more women will join the now 13 women who will 
serve in the tenth parliament. Nine women—3.1 percent of the legislators—have served in the 
ninth parliament since 2012; the fifth Majles holds the record for highest number of women serving 
in the Majles at once: 14. 
 
Despite this progress, women in the Majles continue to face discrimination; the incoming women 
parliamentarians will have to work with MP Nader Qazipour, who was recorded in March saying, 
“Parliament is not the place for donkeys and foals, monkeys and women,” a comment for which he 
later apologized and attributed to being “carried away by the jubilation of the election among my 
supporters.” 
 
One of last quarter’s biggest stories on women’s issues, the election of 21 women to Saudi 
municipal councils, led to several new developments throughout the last few months. At the first 
Jeddah municipal council meeting, the two newly elected women councilors were told they had to 
sit separately from their ten male equivalents, to which they refused. After an hour of “heated 
argument,” the meeting began with all 12 councilors sitting at the same table. The following month, 
however, the Saudi government announced that women councilors could no longer be in the same 
room as male council members and could only participate through a video link.  
 

http://www.albawaba.com/sport/arab-womens-sports-witnessing-remarkable-progress-al-naqbi-797580
https://twitter.com/nadabinaskar
http://www.voanews.com/content/saudi-arabian-women-sports-chip-away-stereotypes/3173896.html
http://www.voanews.com/content/saudi-arabian-women-sports-chip-away-stereotypes/3173896.html
http://www.newsweek.com/speed-sisters-palestine-female-racing-film-440946
http://www.newsweek.com/speed-sisters-palestine-female-racing-film-440946
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/03/30/a-girl-in-gaza-keeps-on-running-despite-the-odds/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/03/30/a-girl-in-gaza-keeps-on-running-despite-the-odds/
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/23/world/middleeast/gaza-women-on-bikes-face-a-long-road-to-acceptance.html?_r=0
https://blog.apimages.com/2016/02/01/womens-rock-climbing-gains-foothold-in-iran/
http://www.bbc.com/sport/football/35745220
http://iranprimer.usip.org/blog/2016/feb/29/election-results-1-parliament
https://www.iranhumanrights.org/2016/03/minoo-khaleghi-disqualified/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/voting-is-underway-in-iran-in-elections-with-few-moderate-candidates/2016/02/26/03058cbc-dbf5-11e5-8210-f0bd8de915f6_story.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-election-runoff-idUSKCN0W00E8
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/01/iran-parliamentary-elections-womens-campaign-more-seats.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/03/iran-women-mps-lawmakers-controversy-parliament.html
http://www.latimes.com/world/middleeast/la-fg-iran-donkeys-women-20160307-story.html
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mena-women-quarterly-report-october-december-2015
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mena-women-quarterly-report-october-december-2015
http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/saudi-arabia/women-councilors-insist-on-sitting-at-same-table-as-men-1.1649754
http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/saudi-arabia/women-councilors-insist-on-sitting-at-same-table-as-men-1.1649754
http://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-orders-women-segregated-from-men-in-council-meetings-1454522211
http://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-orders-women-segregated-from-men-in-council-meetings-1454522211
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Women in public service in the UAE fared better than their Iranian and Saudi counterparts during 
this quarter. Seven women will serve on the 42-member Sharjah Consultative Council; six of these 
women were appointed by the Emir of Sharjah, Sultan bin Muhammad Al-Qasimi, and one, Fatima 
Ali Al Muhairi, was elected to the position. Additionally, due to a reshuffling, eight women have 
been appointed to positions on the UAE federal cabinet, where they now occupy more than a 
quarter of the posts. Some of the new women ministers include the Minister of Happiness and the 
Minister of Tolerance.  
 
Human Rights 
 
As in previous quarters, there were numerous articles throughout the last several months about the 
pervasiveness of violence against women in the MENA region. Many of these articles highlighted 
domestic violence and efforts to combat violence against women in particular. For instance, 
domestic violence is still not a crime in Morocco, and Human Rights Watch has urged the country to 
strengthen laws against domestic violence. In addition, Israel witnessed a 20 percent increase in 
domestic violence cases from 2014 to 2015. In Jordan, one-third of women experience violence, 
while only three percent of them report it. Saudi Arabia introduced a new call center for victims of 
domestic violence and abuse, which was quickly “flooded” with calls. A female police officer was 
appointed the head of Turkey’s new bureau “specializing in domestic violence against women in 
children.” Algeria’s parliament in February introduced a law that punishes violence against women, 
including domestic violence. A female entrepreneur in Jordan founded a self-defense studio to 
empower women and equip them with skills to protect themselves against potential violence.   
 
A number of articles during this time period focused on the harassment of women journalists and 
the role of media in either perpetuating or exposing harassment against women. Three female 
Turkish journalists discussed the “rampant sexism” they experience through threats, attacks, 
insults, and other forms of harassment. In addition, a female Iranian journalist shared how she was 
sexually harassed at Press TV, an Iranian TV station. In Egypt, a TV talk show was suspended after a 
guest said “disrespectful remarks” about women, saying almost one-third of wives are unfaithful. 
Separately a female TV presenter in Egypt was jailed for blaming a sexual assault victim for 
provoking the attack by wearing “revealing clothes.” Media can also have a positive function: Israeli 
women are using social media to reveal sexual harassment, and female entrepreneurs have 
launched Harass Tracker, a reporting tool for sexual harassment in Beirut. 
 
Another significant topic during this quarter dealt with women’s rights related to marriage and 
divorce. Egypt’s “tourist” or “seasonal marriage” law—which mandates that foreign men pay to 
marry Egyptian women more than 25 years younger—has continued to generate controversy 
because the Justice Ministry increased the amount men are required to pay. The Ministry indicates 
the law is designed to protect Egyptian women while others say it “formalizes sex trafficking.” 
Another article details Israel’s “chained women” whose husbands deny them a divorce as a result of 
the country’s use of Jewish law. Gazan women also have fewer legal rights related to divorce 
following a new law passed in the Higher Sharia Court Council. One positive development to note is 
recent legislation that allows women in Turkey to keep their maiden names after getting married.  
 
Women in Conflict Situations  
 
News about the treatment of women in ISIS-controlled territories remains the focus of articles 
regarding women in conflict situations. A number of articles report that ISIS stoned four victims of 
rape to death in Syria for "committing adultery" after being raped by ISIS fighters and stoned two 
teenagers for allegedly committing adultery. ISIS also executed a female citizen journalist in Syria 

http://www.thenational.ae/uae/government/sharjah-ruler-appoints-six-women-on-to-council
http://www.thenational.ae/uae/government/sharjah-ruler-appoints-six-women-on-to-council
http://gulfnews.com/news/uae/government/fatima-ali-al-muhairi-is-first-woman-on-sharjah-consultative-council-1.1663536
http://gulfnews.com/news/uae/government/fatima-ali-al-muhairi-is-first-woman-on-sharjah-consultative-council-1.1663536
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2016/02/10/UAE-govt-rolls-out-sweeping-cabinet-reshuffle-.html
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2016/02/10/UAE-govt-rolls-out-sweeping-cabinet-reshuffle-.html
http://www.newsweek.com/morocco-domestic-violence-not-crime-438595
http://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2016/02/180029/human-rights-watch-urges-morocco-to-toughen-laws-against-domestic-violence/
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.703101
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.703101
http://www.albawaba.com/editorchoice/tragic-one-three-jordanian-women-experience-violence-only-three-percent-would-report-it
http://www.arabnews.com/saudi-arabia/news/901921#.Vvkj0kwipOc
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/Default.aspx?pageID=238&nid=94942&NewsCatID=341
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/Default.aspx?pageID=238&nid=94942&NewsCatID=341
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/new-law-in-algeria-punishes-violence-against-women/
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/blog/2016/02/18/Jordanian-self-defense-trainer-helps-empower-women-.html
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/blog/2016/02/18/Jordanian-self-defense-trainer-helps-empower-women-.html
http://www.freemedia.at/rampant-sexism-in-attacks-on-turkeys-women-journalists-3/
http://www.freemedia.at/rampant-sexism-in-attacks-on-turkeys-women-journalists-3/
http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-35535269
http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-35535269
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35581371
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35581371
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35692926
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/02/israel-ivgy-affair-sexual-harassement-women-rights-change.html#ixzz3zxylRGHk
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/02/israel-ivgy-affair-sexual-harassement-women-rights-change.html#ixzz3zxylRGHk
http://www.newsweek.com/female-sexual-harassment-tracker-launched-lebanon-beirut-430253
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/perspective/analysis/2016/01/18/Does-Egypt-s-new-tourist-marriage-law-really-protect-women-.html
http://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2016/02/01/463708687/does-egypts-law-protect-short-term-brides-or-formalize-trafficking
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/israels-chained-women-fight-for-right-to-divorce_39903
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/03/gaza-husbands-file-divorce-abuse-by-women.html#ixzz43erpe7CY
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/ruling-allows-turkish-women-to-keep-maiden-name-after-marrying.aspx?pageID=238&nID=95698&NewsCatID=341
http://www.breitbart.com/national-security/2016/02/17/islamic-state-rapes-then-stones-four-women-for-adultery/
http://www.breitbart.com/national-security/2016/02/17/islamic-state-rapes-then-stones-four-women-for-adultery/
http://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ians/is-stones-two-girls-to-death-in-syria-116022600782_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ians/is-stones-two-girls-to-death-in-syria-116022600782_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ians/is-stones-two-girls-to-death-in-syria-116022600782_1.html
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for “espionage” and burned three women to death in Mosul for similar espionage charges related to 
leaking security information. The women that ISIS still holds captive as sex slaves have been 
subjected to “virginity tests” and forced to take birth control in order to keep women as sex slaves 
and avoid pregnancy. Reports also indicate that women from Bangladesh and Nepal have been 
trafficked to Syria to serve as sex slaves and domestic servants. Videos taken by two Syrian women 
in Raqqa show what life is like for women under ISIS rule. In March, U.S. Secretary of State John 
Kerry said ISIS is responsible for committing genocide in its actions against Yazidis and other 
minority groups, but some have called for the designation of femicide for the terrorist group’s 
systematic targeting of women. 
 
Many articles this quarter also detailed the toll that ISIS and the Syrian conflict have had on women. 
According to Babatunde Osotimehin, executive director of the U.N. Population Fund, Syrian women 
suffer from rape and seek abortions as a result of the country’s civil war. Amnesty International 
reported that Syrian refugees in Lebanon “face heightened risk of exploitation and sexual violence.” 
In spite of such increased vulnerability, these women refugees also shared their personal stories of 
resilience and how they became breadwinners for their families. The Syrian women who remain in 
their home country often take up professions that were once restricted to and dominated by men 
because so few men remain. Women in Iraq have also taken on non-traditional roles of “providers 
and protectors” as a result of war.  
 
Despite such disheartening news about women in conflict over the past few months, there are 
several important positive developments related to women and ISIS. For example, Iraq nominated a 
Yazidi woman for the Nobel Peace Prize; Nadia Murad escaped from ISIS and works to highlight the 
suffering of women who are still in captivity. More than 50 Yazidi women and children were 
released by ISIS in a prisoner exchange with the Kurdish YPG forces. In March, Germany opened 
shelters for women and children who escaped from ISIS to support some of the 2,500 estimated 
victims. Moreover, the numbers of Syrian Kurdish female fighters who are fighting against ISIS are 
increasing.  
 
Labor and economic issues  
 
Entrepreneurship serves as an important tool for women in the Middle East entering the labor 
market. Women throughout the region have been enormously successful at entrepreneurship: 
Turkey’s wealthiest businesswoman— Mevlüde Uygun, the CEO of a baby clothing empire—is an 
entrepreneur who started her company with a small business loan from the state. Women in Saudi 
Arabia are increasingly becoming entrepreneurs through online enterprises, which allow them to 
establish thriving businesses within the limits of a society that constricts their mobility and 
interactions. Additionally, 32 percent of Qatari women interviewed for a study by A.T. Kearney 
stated that they have “start-up intentions.”  
 
Women from the region have also looked to STEM as a key to success in the labor market. Twenty-
one percent of workers in the UAE’s nascent nuclear sector are women. One article from the last 
quarter indicated more than 20 percent of Turkish code writers are women, while another noted 
that women in Oman are contributing to research in STEM fields. These last two articles told a 
similar and disheartening—and nearly universal—story: while young women are increasingly 
outperforming their male counterparts in school in terms of both grades and numbers, this success 
is not carried over into the workplace, where women face discrimination. As a senior International 
Labor Organization official recently said, labor issues for women in the Middle East are exceedingly 
similar to those faced by women throughout the world. 
 

http://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ians/is-stones-two-girls-to-death-in-syria-116022600782_1.html
http://aranews.net/2016/01/isis-jihadis-burn-three-iraqi-women-to-death-on-charges-of-spying-for-crusader-coalition/
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/isis-yazidi-sex-slaves-subjected-to-traumatic-virginity-tests-after-escaping-a6843446.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/isis-yazidi-sex-slaves-subjected-to-traumatic-virginity-tests-after-escaping-a6843446.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/13/world/middleeast/to-maintain-supply-of-sex-slaves-isis-pushes-birth-control.html?_r=0
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2016/03/21/asian-women-are-being-trafficked-into-syria-as-servants-and-slaves.html
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2016/03/21/asian-women-are-being-trafficked-into-syria-as-servants-and-slaves.html
http://www.cnn.com/2016/03/13/world/syria-raqqa-video/
http://www.cnn.com/2016/03/13/world/syria-raqqa-video/
http://www.cnn.com/2016/03/17/politics/us-iraq-syria-genocide/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/03/17/as-kerry-condemns-isis-genocide-calls-to-recognize-something-else-femicide/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2016/02/04/un-official-syrian-women-and-girls-suffering-most/79815256/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2016/02/04/un-official-syrian-women-and-girls-suffering-most/79815256/
http://www.amnestyusa.org/news/press-releases/syrian-refugee-women-in-lebanon-face-heightened-risk-of-exploitation-and-sexual-harassment
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/01/syrian-women-share-stories-resilience-160127110721036.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/01/syrian-women-share-stories-resilience-160127110721036.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/2016/03/syrian-refugee-women-life-man-world-160303071927215.html
http://gulfnews.com/news/mena/syria/with-few-men-left-in-syria-women-run-the-show-1.1656924
http://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/life-iraq-war-forces-women-non-traditional-roles-n497256
http://rudaw.net/english/middleeast/iraq/050120162
http://rudaw.net/english/middleeast/iraq/050120162
http://www.voanews.com/content/yazidi-women-children-freed-in-is-prisoner-exchange/3253832.html
http://www.voanews.com/content/yazidi-women-children-freed-in-is-prisoner-exchange/3253832.html
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/mar/02/germany-opens-doors-yazidi-women-children-northern-iraq-enslaved-isis
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/mar/02/germany-opens-doors-yazidi-women-children-northern-iraq-enslaved-isis
http://www.voanews.com/content/syrian-kurdish-female-fighters-expand-ranks-against-islamic-state/3142029.html
http://www.dailysabah.com/feature/2016/03/02/turkeys-female-entrepreneurs-overcome-barriers
http://www.arabnews.com/saudi-arabia/news/866331
http://www.middle-east.atkearney.com/documents/787838/7695944/Power+Women+in+Arabia+-+Shaping+the+Path+for+Regional+Gender+Equality.pdf/4db490b2-4369-4dc1-bf71-d4786efdc221
http://www.thenational.ae/uae/power-of-emirati-women-growing-in-the-uaes-nuclear-industry
http://www.thenational.ae/uae/power-of-emirati-women-growing-in-the-uaes-nuclear-industry
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/more-turkish-women-consider-writing-code-as-career-.aspx?pageID=238&nID=96942&NewsCatID=341
http://timesofoman.com/article/75301/Oman/While-the-21st-century-has-presented-mankind-with-challenges-to-solve-such-as-pollution-climate-chan
http://www.muscatdaily.com/Archive/Oman/Women-employees-in-MENA-face-challenges-says-ILO-4l5j
http://www.muscatdaily.com/Archive/Oman/Women-employees-in-MENA-face-challenges-says-ILO-4l5j
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Other stories from this past quarter discussed some of the obstacles that women in the Middle East 
face in the labor force. In Morocco, 78 percent of women surveyed for a study from the Forum 
Azzahrae for the Moroccan Woman stated that they were “frustrated” at work and most of the 
women interviewed received “little to no help managing the household after returning from their 
day job.”  
 
The MENA Women Quarterly Report will continue to report on women’s progress in business, and 
other news stories that affect women in the region, in the months to come. 

 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  

http://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2016/03/181500/survey-78-of-moroccan-women-frustrated-with-work-at-workplace/
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 MENA Women Quarterly Report (January-March 2015) 

 
 

Occasional Paper Series 

 MENA Women in the Reformist Process: A Retrospective (Spring 2014) 
 Can International Human Rights Norms Secure Women’s Rights in the MENA Region? (Fall 2013) 
 Women after the Arab Awakening (Winter 2012) 
 Is the Arab Awakening Marginalizing Women? (Summer 2012) 
 Islamic Feminism and Beyond: The New Frontier (Fall 2010) 
 Vanguard: Women in the Iranian Election Campaign and Protest (Fall 2009) 
 Reformist Women Thinkers in the Islamic World (Spring 2009) 
 The Status of Women in the Middle East (Winter 2005) 
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 Saudi Women Go to the Polls—Finally (December 2015) 
 Why is the Idea of Female Western Jihadists a Mystery? (December 2015) 
 Egypt’s Fight Against FGM: Is There Hope After All? (January 2015) 
 The Coming Tunisian Elections: What Will be the Role of Women? (October 2014) 
 Barbarians: ISIS’s Mortal Threat to Women (August 2014) 
 Women’s Rights Under Egypt’s Constitutional Disarray (January 2013) 
 Reflections on the Adoption of UNGA Resolution Banning Female Genital Mutilation (January 2013) 
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International Women’s Day Publications 

 Five Years after the Arab Spring: What's Next for Women in the MENA Region? (March 2016) 
 Expansion or Contraction? Women’s Rights in the MENA Region in 2015 (March 2015) 
 MENA Women: Opportunities and Obstacles in 2014 (March 2014) 
 Challenges to Women’s Security in the MENA Region (March 2013) 
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Edited by Veronica Baker 

 

Read the Middle East Program’s bi-weekly MENA Women’s 

News Brief for the latest news about women in the region. 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mena-women-quarterly-report-october-december-2015
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mena-women-quarterly-report-july-september-2015
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mena-women-quarterly-report-april-june-2015
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mena-women-quarterly-report-january-march-2015
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication-series/occasional-paper-series
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mena-women-the-reformist-process-retrospective-spring-2014
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/can-international-human-rights-norms-secure-women%E2%80%99s-rights-the-mena-region-fall-2013
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/women-after-the-arab-awakening-winter-2012
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-arab-awakening-marginalizing-women-summer-2012
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/islamic-feminism-and-beyond-the-new-frontier-fall-2010
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/vanguard-women-the-iranian-election-campaign-and-protest-fall-2009
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/reformist-women-thinkers-the-islamic-world-spring-2009
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-status-women-the-middle-east-winter-2005
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication-series/viewpoints-0
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/saudi-women-go-to-the-polls-finally
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/why-the-idea-female-western-jihadists-mystery
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/egypt%E2%80%99s-fight-against-fgm-there-hope-after-all
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-coming-tunisian-elections-what-will-be-the-role-women
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/barbarians-isis%E2%80%99s-mortal-threat-to-women
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/women%E2%80%99s-rights-under-egypt%E2%80%99s-constitutional-disarray
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/reflections-the-adoption-unga-resolution-banning-female-genital-mutilation
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/voting-powerful-tool-for-women
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/fostering-the-next-generation
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