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Maat for Peace’ Report submitted to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women regarding Iraq
January 2026
Maat for Peace, Development, and Human Rights, referred to in this report as "Maat," submits this report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women to assess the compliance of the Republic of Iraq with the provisions of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, hereinafter referred to as "the Convention." Maat acknowledges the positive developments related to women's rights in Iraq, including the continued establishment of shelters for women subjected to violence, awareness campaigns focused on practices of violence against women and girls, and the implementation of the National Women’s Strategy, which will continue until 2030. However, there are still various challenges that Iraq faces in implementing the provisions of the Convention, as highlighted in this report.
1. Legislative Measures – Article 2
Maat notes that the Iraqi Constitution includes good provisions affirming the principle of equality and prohibiting discrimination. Article 14 of the Constitution guarantees that all Iraqis are equal before the law without discrimination on the basis of gender, providing a theoretical constitutional foundation for the protection of women's rights.
Maat has been monitoring legislative developments in Iraq affecting women's rights, the most significant of which in recent years has been the exclusion of the Domestic Violence Protection Bill from the agenda of the Iraqi Council of Representatives during its recent session. This is despite the urgent need to adopt a specialized legislative framework to address domestic violence. The continued absence of this law leaves women and girls without adequate legal protection and undermines the legal system's ability to address instances of gender-based violence effectively. It also contributes to the entrenchment of patterns of inequality within the family and society, limiting women’s access to effective justice, which constitutes a form of indirect discrimination against women and contradicts the principle of equality and non-discrimination enshrined in the Iraqi Constitution and Iraq's international obligations under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Civil Society Organizations Monitor Progress, Iraqi Women’s Network, https://2cm.es/1gmhL ] 

Maat expresses concerns regarding the amendment to the Personal Status Law that came into effect in February 2025. This amendment allows couples to choose whether to subject their marriage to the 1959 Personal Status Law or to a "Code of Islamic Provisions." Maat notes that this amendment creates multiple legal systems where rights and obligations vary depending on religious sect, leading to legal discrimination among citizens based on gender and sect, undermining the principle of equality before the law, and effectively resulting in discrimination in civil and family rights for women and girls within the same community, due to differing provisions that may apply to marriage, divorce, custody, and inheritance. Maat views this law as a violation of women's rights, as it leaves the choice of determining the sect to the husband in the event of a dispute with his wife. Consequently, the man can choose the sect and alter the marriage contract accordingly, practically diminishing many rights of women, especially considering that religious rulings change over time, and the jurists themselves differ in their interpretations.[footnoteRef:2] The law also grants religious authorities powers that may allow for the marriage of minors, which constitutes a serious violation of girls' rights. These legislative amendments may further increase already high rates of child marriage; reliable statistics indicate that 28% of girls in Iraq marry before the age of 18.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Law No. 1 of 2025, amending Personal Status Law No. 188 of 1959, February 11, 2025, https://iq.parliament.iq/law/frm_file/aWQ6MjQ1MXxmaWxlbmFtZTp3XzFfMjAyNS5wZGY= ]  [3:  The State of the World's Children for Every Child, at the following link: https://www.unicef.org/media/151976/file/ArabicSOWC2023Web.pdf ] 

2. Trafficking in Women – Article 6
Maat observes that Iraqi authorities have established a robust legal framework to combat human trafficking, represented by the Human Trafficking Act No. 28 of 2012, which prohibits all forms of human trafficking and imposes severe penalties, including life imprisonment or temporary prison sentences, along with fines ranging from 15 to 25 million Iraqi dinars. The penalty may even extend to the death sentence in cases where the victim dies as a result of trafficking crimes.[footnoteRef:4] The Iraqi Ministry of Interior has been working to identify female victims of trafficking, but in 2024, the ministry reported identifying only approximately 83 women as trafficking victims, despite the likelihood that the actual number of victims may be higher. [4:  Anti-Human Trafficking Law No. 28 of 2012, https://n9.cl/k5buii ] 

The Iraqi government has also taken positive steps to enhance its legal and executive framework. In March 2024, Iraq ratified the Arab Protocol for the Prevention and Combating of Human Trafficking, particularly concerning women and children, which is a supplementary protocol to the Arab Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime, reflecting Iraq's commitment to regional and international standards in combating this phenomenon.[footnoteRef:5] Moreover, in November 2024, Iraqi authorities completed standard operating procedures for investigating human trafficking and migrant smuggling cases in cooperation with the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and the European Union, as part of the Global Initiative to Combat Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling, aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of investigations and developing the capabilities of security and judicial entities.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Law “Ratification by the Republic of Iraq of the Arab Protocol to Prevent and Combat Trafficking in Human Beings, Especially Women and Children, annexed and supplementing the Arab Convention to Combat Transnational Organized Crime” No. (4) of 2024, https://moj.gov.iq/view.8011/ ]  [6:  Iraq completes standard operating procedures for investigating cases of human trafficking and migrant smuggling, United Nations, https://n9.cl/q3heda ] 

Maat notes developments related to combating human trafficking, especially regarding women. From January to mid-October 2025, more than 150 networks linked to sexual exploitation, human trafficking, and labor smuggling were dismantled across various provinces. Estimates indicate that women and girls comprise about 65% of the total human trafficking victims in Iraq, reflecting the vulnerabilities of this group to exploitation risks, particularly in conflict and humanitarian disaster areas, where the likelihood of exposure to sexual exploitation, forced labor, forced begging, and human organ trafficking increases.[footnoteRef:7] Despite previous positive measures, Maat notes that Iraq still faces challenges in combating the trafficking of women, which limit the effectiveness of the legal framework and executive policies. [7:  Dismantling more than 150 sexual exploitation, human trafficking, and labor smuggling networks in Iraq, Al-Taraq, October 22, 2025, https://n9.cl/0v0wr3 ] 

On another note, the phenomenon of trafficking in women and girls in Iraq is linked to organized and complex networks that interact with a fragile social environment, exploiting weak law enforcement, corruption, and chaos arising from political tensions and security conditions to expand their activities. Research indicates that the majority of victims are displaced individuals, from impoverished backgrounds, and unemployed, making them more susceptible to recruitment and exploitation through promises of marriage, job opportunities, or travel, which later turn into sexual or economic exploitation, forced labor, forced begging, and human organ trafficking, creating a security and social threat. This crime is not merely an individual act but a complex societal and security issue. Moreover, execution challenges in combating trafficking in women persist, as weak law enforcement and corruption enable criminal networks to occasionally escape punishment. Additionally, limited coordination among government entities, and shortcomings in services for prevention, shelter, and psychological and social support for victims, reduce the effectiveness of governmental efforts.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Trafficking in women...a dark path that leads to violence and terrorism, Al-Shabaka Al-Iraqiya Magazine, December 16, 2025, https://magazine.imn.iq/archives/30957 ] 

3. Women's Political Participation – Article 7
The Iraqi Constitution and the Electoral Law guarantee women the right to political participation and ensure proportional representation in the Council of Representatives. The electoral legislation stipulates a quota of no less than 25% of parliamentary seats for women, reflecting a legal commitment to the provisions that ensure the right to political representation and integration into public life. In the parliamentary elections held on November 11, 2025, 7,768 candidates competed for 329 seats in the Council of Representatives, including approximately 2,248 women, which constitutes about 30% of the total candidates.[footnoteRef:9] This represents the highest percentage of female participation in the history of Iraqi elections to date.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Women Make up 30% of Candidates for Iraqi Parliament: 83 of 329 Seats Secured, Kirkuk now, 7 October 2025, https://kirkuknow.com/en/news/71348]  [10:  Iraqi women gain seats in parliament but struggle to exert political influence, New Arab, 15 December 2025, https://www.newarab.com/opinion/iraqs-women-mps-hold-more-seats-little-sway] 

However, Maat notes that despite the legal measures to ensure women's representation in the Iraqi parliament, the recent parliamentary elections saw a relative decline in the number of seats won by women compared to the previous session. Women secured 84 parliamentary seats out of 329, slightly exceeding the mandated quota; however, only 25 of these seats were obtained directly through votes without relying on the quota system. This decline is evident when compared to the previous elections in 2021, where women secured 97 seats, including 57 seats through direct votes without the quota, reflecting a reduction in women's direct electoral impact in the current session. Additionally, women's representation in the Iraqi Cabinet is limited to just three ministerial portfolios, a small proportion.
In a related context, women's participation in local councils has seen similar results, with women obtaining 76 seats in Iraqi provincial councils, 17 of which were won directly without relying on the quota, underscoring the ongoing gap between official participation through quotas and actual influence in decision-making roles.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Women lost 13 seats in the Iraqi parliament, Kirkuk Now, November 23, 2025, https://kirkuknow.com/ar/news/71413 ] 

Moreover, Maat observes that women's representation in parliament does not always translate to their actual ability to influence legislation and policies. Female legislators have been unable to pass bills that are crucial for Iraq and promote women's rights, such as the Domestic Violence Prevention Bill. Attempts to amend the Personal Status Law have not met women’s demands, highlighting the persistent gap between numerical representation and political influence. Often, women legislators, including independents, join major political blocs that control funding and decision-making, limiting their roles in shaping policies or occupying leadership positions within these blocs. Additionally, low female voter turnout contributes to diminishing political influence for women, and social and cultural factors, including community oversight of women's voting, pose barriers to achieving effective and equal political participation.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid, https://www.newarab.com/opinion/iraqs-women-mps-hold-more-seats-little-sway] 

Despite the current proportional representation of Iraqi women in provincial councils, which stands at 76 women, executive positions within these councils are often dominated by men, limiting women's capacity to influence decision-making and local policy formulation effectively. This reality indicates a clear gap between women's numerical representation under the quota system and the exercise of authority and executive responsibility, necessitating enhanced procedures and policies to empower women in leadership positions and ensure their active participation in local decision-making.[footnoteRef:13] Women occupy only 12% of senior management positions in various ministries and agencies, meaning that for every 88 positions held by men, only 12 are held by women, indicating an imbalance that needs rectification.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Their voices are rising in the provincial councils: Challenges still face women in local decision-making, Kirkuk Now, December 2, 2024, https://kirkuknow.com/ar/news/70723 ]  [14:  There are no opportunities to empower them, the unbridgeable gap between women and men in senior positions, at the following link: https://h7.cl/1lBCj ] 

4. Right to Education – Article 8
There are still over 1.2 million children in Iraq who do not receive formal education, with at least 50% of them being girls. Factors such as poverty and security tensions have led to significant waves of displacement from rural areas to cities, directly affecting girls' opportunities to enroll in and continue their education, particularly in the southern and rural provinces. Drought, water scarcity, and the degradation of agricultural land have resulted in the loss of families' primary sources of income, driving many to pull their daughters out of school and thrust them into the labor market or impose additional household burdens on them. This clearly violates their constitutionally guaranteed right to education.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Victims of drought and poverty... depriving girls of education is another effect of climate change in Diwaniyah, June 3, 2024, https://n9.cl/4xqic ] 

Girls in rural and displaced areas face a higher risk of dropping out of education compared to boys due to poverty, the distance of schools, a lack of educational facilities, and poor infrastructure, along with social norms that deprioritize girls' education. This situation perpetuates cycles of poverty and marginalization and limits girls' opportunities for empowerment and future participation in public life.[footnoteRef:16] Additionally, challenges related to inadequate infrastructure and educational services impact the continuity of girls' education, highlighting the urgent need to build thousands of schools to address the severe shortage of educational facilities and to operate schools on double or triple shifts, thereby diminishing the quality of education and the ability of girls to continue their studies regularly. Reports from the Iraqi Ministry of Education indicate that Iraq requires approximately 10,000 additional schools to meet current demand, posing an economic and social burden that obstructs achieving educational equality between genders.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Ibid, https://n9.cl/4xqic]  [17:  Iraq: Improving Quality of Education and Access to Enable All Students to Learn, World Bank, 29 October 2024, https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2024/10/29/iraq-improving-quality-of-education-and-access-to-enable-all-students-to-learn] 

Recommendations
· Amend the law to ensure the unification of rights and obligations for all citizens, regardless of religious sect.
· Urgently pass the Domestic Violence Protection Bill and establish a clear timeline for its implementation, along with monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to ensure the protection of women and girls from gender-based violence.
· Establish specialized units to follow up with women and girls at risk of trafficking and provide urgent legal, psychological, and social support.
· Formulate a national strategy to combat violence against women with the involvement of stakeholders, including civil society.
· Enhance women's participation in senior executive positions within provincial councils through training programs aimed at increasing their representation in decision-making and policy-making roles.
· Facilitate the ability of women lawmakers to influence legislation and policies by providing resources and protection, enabling them to pass laws that enhance women's rights, such as the Domestic Violence Prevention Bill.
· Develop an emergency action plan for building and operating schools in rural and displaced areas, with a focus on girls, to mitigate the impact of school distance and inadequate educational facilities, ensuring the continuity of education consistently.
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