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called the number that the Ministry of Social Affairs gave me.
Police came to our home and took me, and on the second
day we went to court. The judge asked my husband if he beats
me, and he said no. Then the judge told us to go and reconcile,
saying it is a shame what we are doing, that we are grown up
people. | went back to my husband, but | was afraid; he became
worse. Then, the ministry sent me to the shelter. I filed a complaint
against h/m and he was in prison for three days. There was aga/n
he same thin appened as before, and aga
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Marwa’s story is not rare. Not in
Palestine, and not in many countries the
world over. It is a story of violence; a
story of betrayed trust and heartbreak;
and a story without a happy ending
for any of those involved. We know
that globally one in three women will
experience some kind of gender-
based violence during their lives. In
Palestine, prevalence surveys show
that 30 percent of married women in the
West Bank and 50 percent in Gaza will
experience domestic violence, whereas
less than 1 percent will seek the help of
a social worker, a shelter, a civil-society
organization, or the police. Of those
who do seek help and end up on the
doorstep of the police, less than one-
third of those cases will go on to court,
where again justice is not guaranteed,
as Marwa’s story illustrates.

However, three critical steps in the
justice chain are starting to come
together in Palestine, giving women
who find themselves in Marwa’s
situation a reason for renewed hope.
First, the Palestinian Civil Police has
established and trained 11 specialized
Family and Juvenile Protection Units
(FJPUs) in the West Bank to receive
women victims of violence and file their
cases; second, the Attorney General’s
Office has just announced a landmark
decision to formally establish a unit
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of 15 specialized public prosecutors
(SPPs) to investigate and prosecute
cases of violence against women,
and third, the General Secretariat of
the Council of Ministers is in the final
stages of drafting a ground-breaking
Family Protection Act that would for
the first time provide women with
important legal-protection measures
against violence.

These three initiatives did not happen
overnight. They are the result of years
of hard work by a group of committed
advocates within government
institutions and activists from civil
society. These advocates recognized
not only that violence is a violation of
a woman’s human rights, but also that
the costs of violence are too huge for
society to ignore: not only in terms of
the direct financial allocations to the
security, judiciary, and health sectors,
but also in terms of indirect costs
related to reduced productivity of both
perpetrator and victim, and the impact
of this on the GDP when aggregated.

Since 2008, the FJPUs have been
headed by the top-ranking female
police officer in Palestine, Lt. Colonel
Wafa Muammar, and in the most recent
2015 perception survey of security
and justice institutions, they attained
the highest satisfaction score among
beneficiaries (60 percent). A significant
part of this trust is also due to the high
number of female police staff in the



FJPUs who put at ease the women beneficiaries who come to the police station
to seek help. The staff of the FJPUs now play an important role in ensuring that
women victims are listened to and their cases properly recorded so that they can
move forward to the next step of the justice chain rather than being caught in what
she describes as the usual procedure in times past:

A woman comes to the police to lodge a complaint, but she will be the one
blamed, even though she is the victim, and she will be sent back home to
live what she dlid not want to live anymore.”

Lt. Colonel Wafa Muammar

The second of the three above-mentioned important events in strengthening
the justice chain is the establishment in February 2016 of a specialized public
prosecutor unit on violence against women. Although there have been informal
agreements on specialization in the past, as long as the unit was not institutionalized
within the structure of the Attorney General’s Office, its existence within the office
was vulnerable to political and leadership change. Now, with the appointment of
a Chief Specialized Public Prosecutor on violence against women, the access to
justice before the courts should significantly improve. The SPPs have received
substantial training, mentoring, and coaching to ensure that they have the skills
related to investigation and legal characterization of sexual and gender-based
violence crimes, including rape, sexual molestation, and incest. While the mentoring
sessions expand the prosecutors’ litigation skills, they also discuss their own
perceptions and attitudes towards issues of violence against women and girls
(VAWG). In these sessions the SPPs learn from their peers’ experiences and also
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Thirty percent of Palestinian
married women will experience
domestic violence during their
lifetimes. This prevalent human
rights violation is a consequence
of both the Israeli occupation
and the patriarchy of Palestinian
society. Each of these factors
alone perpetuates a culture
of violence against women;
but combined they create a
damaging situation where
women have no sanctuary from
the violence in the public sphere
by retreating to the private
sphere.

acknowledge their roles as agents of change from within the justice system.

“At first, we were not taken seriously, and many tried to say that these were
merely women’s issues and therefore not important. | believe that those
cases, on the contrary, are very sensitive and complicated, and a public
prosecutor needs to be really strong and well-equipped with the relevant
knowledge and skills to be able to deal with it.”

Suha Al-Shanti, specialized public prosecutor in Qalgilya

The third significant step forward
has been the dedicated work by the
General Secretariat of the Council of
Ministers over the past year to develop
a Family Protection Act. The absence
of a specific law that directly regulates
cases of violence against women, and
the work of the justice and security
forces in this regard, have challenged
efforts to improve protection and
access to justice for victims. The
development of the Family Protection
Act constitutes a crucial step to
improve justice for victims and assure
the accountability of perpetrators. It is
likely to address specific issues such as
the necessity of emergency protection
orders, exemption for victims from
paying fees for medical procedures and
legal proceedings, and how to deal with
the common power imbalance in incest
cases, all with a view to ensuring proper
alignment with international standards,
including the provisions granted by
the Convention on the Elimination of
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All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW), a treaty which
Palestine ratified in 2014. It also
highlights the importance of national
unification and legal harmonization,
steps that are necessary in order to also
ensure that women in Gaza have access
to the same protection, services, and
support as women in the West Bank.

Palestine has made much progress
over the last year and has much to
celebrate on this year’s International
Women’s Day. After all, Palestine has
been blazing trails on this issue from
the very beginning: it was the first
country in the Arab region to establish
a specialized multi-purpose center
for the protection and empowerment
of women and children victims of
violence, the Mehwar Centre for Women
in Difficult Circumstances, in 2007.
Palestine has had a strong and active
civil society working for years to
prevent and combat violence against



women. And while significantly more
work is required, there is a reason to

hope with this new potential legislation The Palestinian government
on violence against women; with and its institutions are now
the institutionalized and specialized taking serious steps to send
public prosecutors; and with the well- the message that violence
trained police in the Family and Justice against women will no longer
Protection Units, including a sufficient be tolerated, that perpetrators
number of female officers. Let us will no longer be granted
dedicate a moment of optimism on this impunity, and that Palestinian
year’s International Women’s Day to the women deserve better from their
hope that fewer women will experience government, from their society,
Marwa'’s despair and that instead more and from their families.

Palestinian women will find themselves
firmly on the path to justice.

Ana Lukatela is currently the Protection
Specialist in the UN Women Palestine
Country Office under the UNDP/UN
Women Joint Programme on the Rule
of Law.

* UN Women, Access Denied: Palestinian women’s access to justice in the West Bank of the Palestinian
occupied territories, 2014, p. 25, available at http://www2.unwomen.org/~/media/field%20office%20palestine/
attachments/publications/2014/access%20denied_en.pdf?v=1&d=20150310T090056.
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