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The Path to 
Justice for 
Palestinian 
Women

By Ana Lukatela

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. I went back to my husband, but I was afraid; he became 
worse. Then, the ministry sent me to the shelter. I filed a complaint 

against him, and he was in prison for three days. There was again 
a court session. The same thing happened as before, and again I 

went back with him. Now everything is worse than before.”* 

Marwa, 36

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 star ting 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 

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 
advoca tes  w i th in  gove r nmen t 
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 
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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 did 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 
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. I 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 Qalqilya

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 
effor ts 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 

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 

Thir ty 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 situat ion where 
women have no sanctuary from 
the violence in the public sphere 
by retreating to the private 
sphere.

What we fear and won’t talk about. ©Nisreen.Mehwar 
Centre (2012).​ Photo courtesy of UN Women.
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*	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.

The Palestinian government 
and its institutions are now 
taking serious steps to send 
the message that violence 
against women will no longer 
be tolerated, that perpetrators 
wi l l  no longer be granted 
impunity, and that Palestinian 
women deserve better from their 
government, from their society, 
and from their families.

Puzzled
By William Alonzo

–Say, John, the advisory board of This 
Week in Palestine suggested a confusing 
theme for its March 2016 issue: “OUR 
BETTER HALF.” Do we personally have 
a good HALF and a better HALF? Are our 
arms BETTER than our legs or our hearts 
BETTER than our brains?

–Well, Peter, maybe they are talking in 
general about rich and poor. Rich people 
are BETTER than poor people, since 
they have money to squander, paying 
much more for ordinary items than they 
are wor th, simply because they are 
signe/designer items. Don’t they know 
that all items are produced in China or 
Bangladesh, by slave laborers? It’s simply 
the labels that are different.

–What are you talking about? These 
rich people are only 1 percent of the 
population. Here we are talking about 
HALF, 50 percent. Surely, they refer to 
merchants.

–You mean, Peter, like the shopkeepers 
along Salah Eddine Street, with shops 
full of goods but empty of customers? 
They are standing at the doors of their 
shops, waiting for the sun to shine on 
them so they can receive their daily dose 
of Vitamin D while watching the children 
as they leave school.

–You got it, John. HALF of the population, 
mainly in the poor countries, are children. 
Are they the BETTER HALF? They don’t 
have to carry heavy school bags, they 
have iPads. They don’t have to learn 
languages, their mobile phones translate. 
They don’t have to find their way to their 
friends’ houses, GPS is there. Do they 
need to visit their friends? No, Facebook 
is ready to do it for them.

–BUT they are now facing global warming, 
climate change, stronger earthquakes, 
tsunamis, nuclear fear, war…. Definitely, 

they are not BETTER than grownups, 
even though they are in the 50-percent 
category.

–Then we are the BETTER HALF. We run 
to work daily, face traffic challenges to 
reach the office on time, serve people, 
solve their problems. Even our bosses are 
running, travelling from country to country 
to promote our cause in conferences 
and discussions. Meeting with important 
personalities like Angela Merkel.…

–Stop, Peter, now it comes to my mind: 
the advisory board is talking about 
women. Of course! They constitute HALF 
of the population of the world. That solves 
part of the confusing subject or even less. 
“OUR BETTER HALF.” Are women only 
HALF? What are we talking about?

–Look! Can’t you remember, on the day of 
your marriage, the priest united you with 
your wife and he read a passage from the 
Holy Scripture saying: from now on you 
will be one body?

–So wives are our HALF, but again the 
board still mentions OUR BETTER HALF.

–Come now, think of it. Don’t wives know 
BETTER than we how to create children, 
how to raise them, how to care for them, 
how to feed them, how to educate them, 
how to advise us, how to prevent us from 
behaving rashly? And on top of that they 
have that touch of adding a pickled olive 
to our plain sandwich, of lifting our spirits 
by a smile, of cajoling us, of standing by 
us, of encouraging us. Remember, behind 
every great man is a woman. To top it all, 
they go daily to work, like us.

–That explains the confusing subject. Now 
I know why HALF the advisory board are 
women.

William Alonzo is an administrator who 
is happily retired.

women. And while significantly more 
work is required, there is a reason to 
hope with this new potential legislation 
on violence against women; with 
the institutionalized and specialized 
public prosecutors; and with the well-
trained police in the Family and Justice 
Protection Units, including a sufficient 
number of female officers. Let us 
dedicate a moment of optimism on this 
year’s International Women’s Day to the 
hope that fewer women will experience 
Marwa’s despair and that instead more 
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.
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