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This joint shadow report, submitted by MENA Rights Group and ALQST for Human Rights, contains information on the implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women and Girls (CEDAW), including comments on the State reply[footnoteRef:1] to the list of issues[footnoteRef:2] and information on the implementation by the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia of the previous Concluding Observations of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (the Committee).[footnoteRef:3] [1: ]  [2: ]  [3:  Committee on the elimination of Discrimination Against Women, Concluding Observations on the combined third and fourth periodic reports of Saudi Arabia, 14 March 2018, CEDAW/C/SAU/3-4, https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n18/070/62/pdf/n1807062.pdf (accessed 4 September 2024).] 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has consistently upheld a progressive stance on the advancement of women’s rights in the country. It regularly emphasises the reforms and changes undertaken to protect and promote women’s rights. The findings in this report show a different reality. 
According to our findings and based on testimonies and documentation collected by submitting organisations, women have increasingly been targeted by authorities for criticising discriminatory laws such as the personal status law. They have been subjected to enforced disappearance, arbitrary detention, and torture in the form of sexual harassment and other sexual abuses. 
Therefore, submitting organisations find that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has failed to comply with the binding obligations of the CEDAW and to implement the Committee’s 2018 Concluding Observations.

[bookmark: _heading=h.w89npj3dkcx8]Saudi domestic law does not provide for nor protect freedom of expression.[footnoteRef:4] In practice, the authorities regulate and determine what speech is considered to “harm the state’s security”.  In other words, the government can ban or suspend media outlets if it concludes that they violated the press law and journalists can be imprisoned for a variety of vaguely defined crimes and criminalise any form of peaceful dissent. [4: ] 

Freedom of expression is also severely restricted by other legislations, including the 2017 Counter-Terrorism Law and the 2007 Anti-Cybercrime Law, which have been increasingly used to prosecute peaceful expression and dissent.[footnoteRef:5] [5: ] 

Women human rights defenders have been increasingly targeted by Saudi authorities and are particularly vulnerable to this legal framework, which is used to prosecute and silence them. It is on the basis of the Counter-Terrorism Law[footnoteRef:6] and the Anti-Cybercrime Law[footnoteRef:7] that Saudi courts give lengthy prison sentences to women human rights defenders for expressing dissent. For example, in 2022, S. S and N. Q were each sentenced to 27 and 45 years in prison for expressing their criticism regarding reforms carried out by the Saudi government through Twitter. According to the UNWGAD, both of their sentences are arbitrary and in violation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
Saudi authorities similarly targeted women human rights defender M.O[footnoteRef:8] for her peaceful activism on social media and for taking part in a campaign against guardianship laws titled #IAmMyOwnGuardian.[footnoteRef:9] In 2016, she had refused to obey her father who instructed her to retract a complaint of domestic violence she had filed against her brothers, after they verbally and physically abused her as retribution for her campaigning efforts. She was arrested on 18 April 2017 and later charged for “parental disobedience” following a complaint from her father. [8: ]  [9: ] 

The case of M.O was never mentioned by any Saudi authority, nor by the Saudi Human Rights Commission and it has never been submitted as part of their national reporting to human rights mechanisms. 
M.O’s sister, M. A. O, was also arrested on 16 November 2022 for having been vocal about female empowerment on her social media platforms. She was active on Snapchat, Twitter and Instagram where she shared fitness videos as well as peaceful posts advocating for liberal dress codes for women, LGBTQ+ rights and the abolition of the male guardianship system. Just like her sister, she was particularly vocal about violations of the fundamental rights of women within the kingdom and also used the hashtag #IAmMyOwnGuardian.
Since her arrest, she has been subjected to various forms of physical and psychological abuse, along with extended periods of incommunicado detention. From November 2023 to April 2024, she was prevented from having any contact with her family. In April 2024, she managed to call them, revealing that she was being held in inhumane conditions and placed in solitary confinement. During the call, she also explained that her leg was broken due to physical abuse and that she had been denied medical care. After that call, M. A. O was once again almost completely denied the right to contact her family. UN Special Procedures mandate holders issued a communication, urging Saudi authorities to provide information on the legal grounds for her arrest and detention. In their reply, the Saudi government revealed that she had been sentenced on 9 January 2024 for “having committed terrorist offences punishable under articles 43 and 44 of the [2017 Counterterrorism Law]”.
Similarly, L. H, a prominent Saudi women’s rights activist, fearlessly protested against the male guardianship system and the driving ban imposed on women.In May 2018, Saudi authorities conducted a wave of arrest against several women human rights defenders, including L. H.She was arrested on 15 May 2018 and was immediately detained until her conditional release in February 2021. During the first six weeks of her detention, L. H was held in an unofficial detention facility, known as “the hotel” or “the officers’ guesthouse”, where she was brutally tortured by high-ranking state officials, including S. Q. She was held in solitary confinement, beaten, electrocuted, sexually harassed and threatened with rape and murder.

[bookmark: _heading=h.ml2o52xkwox9][bookmark: _heading=h.spma57uh3a1v]Travel bans
Women human rights defenders who have expressed criticism towards the government and its policies face the imposition of lengthy travel bans against them. Such travel bans are usually imposed as part of their sentence which prevent them from leaving Saudi Arabia. The length of travel bans most often range between 5 and 20 years. 



Submitting organisations have also documented cases in which arbitrary travel bans are imposed, without a court order. In this case, individuals concerned find out that they cannot travel when they try to exit the country and are turned away by Saudi authorities at the border or the airport. Such travel bans therefore lack a formal legal basis and can not be appealed. This measure usually affects relatives of activists who have been sentenced.
Women’s rights defenders sentenced for their activism have all been subjected to lengthy travel bans, and some of their families have been as well. For instance, after serving her sentence, L. H was released from prison 10 February 2021 with heavy restrictions, including a travel ban lasting two years and ten months. The travel ban formally ended on November 13, 2023. However, she attempted to travel in February 2024 and was told at the border that she remained under a permanent travel ban.      
Another example is the case of women human rights defender A. Y who was detained in May 2018 and provisionally released in March 2019. She is currently serving a five-year travel ban as part of her sentence.
[bookmark: _heading=h.umk4yr1vtqzk]Such arbitrary measures to restrict the right of movement of individuals is contrary to the Kingdom’s legislation. Article 6 para. 2 of the Law on Travel Documents, states that no person may be barred from travelling except by a judicial ruling or a decision issued by the Minister of Interior or the President of State Security, for specific security-related reasons and for a specific period of time.    











[bookmark: _heading=h.5jfedau932pt]Reform to the law 
[bookmark: _heading=h.uk8wzqjr221]The male guardianship system and the Personal Status Law.







As for criminal conduct, Saudi Arabia does not have a written penal code at the time of e drafting of this report. However, a leaked draft of a potential new penal code has been considered by experts and civil society as a credible draft that could be promulgated by the 
authorities
. Although it is not an implemented legislation, the draft has been criticised for not meeting international standards, including in its protection of women. The draft code effectively perpetuates gender-based violence. “Honor” crimes are the most urgent crimes that need to be tackled and prosecuted to protect women from being killed
 
with
 impunity. However, the draft code does not allow for such crimes to be investigated and prosecuted. Another 
serious flaw
     
 in the draft
 is the non-criminalisation of marital rape. 
The Saudi Human Rights Commission
Saudi Arabia established a national human rights institution (NHRI), named the Saudi Human Rights Commission (SHRC), through a decision from the Council of Ministers dated 12 September 2005.[footnoteRef:12] [12: ] 

Submitting organisations found that the SHRC is mainly established as a tool to whitewash human rights violations in Saudi Arabia, including covering up abuses committed against women human rights defenders.[footnoteRef:13] 
Throughout its reporting activities, the SHRC upholds a favourable and progressive image of women’s rights advancement in Saudi Arabia. In the SHRC’s annual reports, women’s rights reforms are given a central attention. The reports extensively highlight some of the government’s achievements in enhancing women’s conditions, such as granting women the right to drive and the appointment of 100 female notaries.[footnoteRef:14] [14: ] 

However, reports from civil society and international organisations recount a different reality. While human rights NGOs have consistently called on Saudi Arabia to abolish its male guardianship system, which notably requires women to obtain male guardian permission to get married and obtain some forms of sexual and reproductive healthcare, the SHRC’s seemingly women’s rights-focused reports fail to acknowledge these concerns or provide any recommendations to improve women’s rights in Saudi Arabia.[footnoteRef:15]
In August 2018, the Canadian authorities raised concerns about the arrest of Saudi women’s rights activists in a tweet.[footnoteRef:16] In a response published on Twitter, the SHRC refused to accept criticism, dismissing it as “interference in the Kingdom’s internal affairs”, and asserted that the detainees were being treated “in accordance with the regulations in force in the Kingdom and the international agreements to which it has become a party.”[footnoteRef:17] This response highlights a troubling discrepancy between the Commission’s rhetoric and the grim realities faced by women advocating for their rights in Saudi Arabia. [16: ]  [17: ] 

In fact, Saudi authorities particularly target women human rights defenders, which the SHRC has actively taken part in covering up. For instance, during her detention, L. H was visited by SHRC members, including.[footnoteRef:18]  A. M, the former president of the SHRC, was made fully aware of the details of the brutal acts of torture and ill-treatment L. H was subjected to, but failed to provide her with any help or assistance. A. M’s deliberate silence and cover-up of L. H’s torture contributed to the whitewashing of Saudi Arabia’s human rights abuses. Her actions underscore the stark contrast between the SHRC’s portrayal of women’s rights and the harsh realities endured by women human rights defenders like L. H and M.O. [18: ] 



[bookmark: _heading=h.6y7di5pxo729]Conclusion and recommendations
Submitting organisations conclude that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has not complied with its obligations under the CEDAW. Although the government has enacted several reforms regarding women’s rights, women continue to face significant hardships and are increasingly subjected to arbitrary detention and torture. 
MENA Rights Group and ALQST for Human Rights recommend give the following recommendations to the government of Saudi Arabia: 
1. Refrain from using the Counterterrorism Law and the Anticybercrime law to arbitrarily arrest and prosecute women’s rights defenders.
2. Immediately release women’s rights defenders arbitrarily detained.
3. Immediately lift imposed travel bans on women’s rights defenders and their families and refrain from using this tool to silence dissidents. 
4. Amend the personal status law to grant women equal rights to men regarding several aspects of her personal life, such as marriage and divorce.
5. Abolish the male guardianship system and repeal any legislation that subject women to a male guardian or that does not afford sufficient protection and equal rights with men.
6. Seek accreditation of the Saudi Human Rights Commission with the Sub-Committee on Accreditation of the Global Alliance of the National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI).
7. Ensure that the Saudi Human Rights Commission effectively addresses individual cases of human rights violations and refrains from engaging in whitewashing of the government’s human rights record.











MENA Rights Group is a Geneva-based legal advocacy NGO defending and promoting fundamental rights and freedoms in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. Adopting a holistic approach, we work at both the individual and structural level. We represent victims of human rights violations before international law mechanisms. In order to ensure the non-repetition of these violations, we identify patterns and root causes of violations on the ground and bring key issues to the attention of relevant stakeholders to call for legal and policy reform.


ALQST for Human Rights is an independent NGO established in 2014 by Saudi Arabian human rights defender Yahya Assiri for the purpose of defending and promoting human rights in Saudi Arabia. ‘Al-qist’ means ‘justice’ in Arabic, and a passion for justice lies at the heart of all our work. We take a consistent human rights-based approach based on international human rights law and international standards, and defend fundamental rights for all without any distinction of race, colour, sex, language, religion or national or social origin. We conduct on-the-ground research, engage in international legal and public advocacy, and campaign on behalf of victims of human rights abuses.



This report benefited from the generous support of the State of Geneva
[image: Canton of Geneva - Wikipedia]
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