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The Bahrain Center for Human Rights (BCHR) is a non-profit, non-governmental organization, registered with the Bahraini Ministry of Labor and Social Services since July 2002. Despite an order by the authorities in November 2004 to close down, BCHR is still functioning after gaining a wide local and international support for its struggle to promote human rights in Bahrain.
The vast majority of our operations are carried out in Bahrain, while a small office in exile, founded in 2011, is maintained in Copenhagen, Denmark, to coordinate our international advocacy program. For more than 18 years, BCHR has carried out numerous projects, including advocacy, online security trainings, workshops, seminars, media campaigns and reporting to UN mechanisms and international NGOs. BCHR has also participated in many regional and international conferences and workshops in addition to testifying in national parliaments across Europe, the EU parliament, and the United States Congress. BCHR receives and had received its funds from the Norwegian Human Rights Fund (NHRF), National Endowment for Democracy (NED), Sigrid Rausing Trust (SRT), CIVICUS, the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), IFEX and Digital Defenders Partnership (DDP).
BCHR has received several awards for its efforts to promote democracy and human rights in Bahrain. 







Introduction
Women in Bahrain are amongst the most liberally educated in the MENA region, girls and women in Bahrain do not face legal exclusions from the workplace, and are active in tertiary education. However, they are still underrepresented professionally, and treated unequally in regards to personal status laws. 
Bahraini law is complex; a mixture of royal decrees, Civil and Criminal Codes, as well as Sharia law (a religious law forming part of the Islamic tradition. It is derived from the religious precepts of Islam, particularly the Quran and the hadith). The ratification of international conventions such as the Convention on the Elimination   of   All   Forms   of   Discrimination   Against   Women (CEDAW), and   the International   Covenant   on   Economic, Social   and   Cultural   rights, further enhances the complexity of the legal status of Bahraini women. 
As for its ratification of CEDAW, Bahrain maintains its reservations around some articles and the Special Procedures offices have constantly tried to address the situation of gender discrimination. However, Bahrain has not allowed any Special Procedures mandates to visit the country since 2006 despite recurrent requests, including from the Working Group on discrimination against women.
· [bookmark: _Toc34216737]Personal Status Laws
Perhaps, the most important laws relating to gender equality in Bahrain, are those referred to as Personal Status Laws. There is no unified personal status law in Bahrain that covers matters such as divorce and child custody so that Sharia judges have discretion in such matters. This means that Personal Status Laws are upheld by Sharia courts, and encompass a wide range of gender-based issues that can broadly be described as family laws such as marriage, divorce, and custody arrangements. The issue of the introduction of a unified personal status law has divided civil society into two camps, women's rights and human rights groups wanting its introduction, in opposition to some Islamist groups.
Bahrain is one of the only Gulf/MENA countries that does not have Islamic family law that applies to all its Muslim citizens.1 In 2009, Bahraini legislative bodies approved the codification of a section of the personal status laws. It is important to note that the codification of family law was extremely controversial in wide segments of Bahraini society, and due to opposition from leading clerics and academics, the codification of Shia family law was dropped. Consequently, the legislation only applies to Sunni Muslims.  Prior to the partial codification of personal status law, was decided by judges in Sharia courts; judges would interpret Islamic texts and apply judgements on a case by case basis.
Women of ethnic minority backgrounds are not included in the laws subjected to Muslim Bahraini women.  Civil courts in Bahrain will consider cases of non-Muslim, or non-religious women basing their decisions on the laws and accepted rules of their religious traditions.2
As for inheritance rights, women in Bahrain do not enjoy equal inheritance rights as wives and daughters. Shia women unlike Sunni women are eligible to inherit the full estates of their father in the absence of a direct male heir, and in the case of the husband’s death, women do not inherit their property. Sharia law dictates that a woman’s legal share is half that of her male siblings.3
· [bookmark: _Toc34216738]Marriage, Divorce, and Child Custody
Only marriage conducted under Sharia law is legally recognized in Bahrain. In 2007, the minimum age for marriage was fixed at 15 years old for women.  Sharia courts are able to make exceptions to the minimum age requirement in cases of “urgent need”.  It is ambiguous what situations constitute an “urgent need”.4 Forced marriages are legally prohibited.
Married women have to reside in the matrimonial home chosen by their spouse. Under Sharia law, women should not be forced to reside with their spouse’s family, or in the case of a polygamous marriage, with other wives. Women are also entitled to receive a dowry, which is property or money brought by a groom to his bride on their marriage, that they can then use as they see fit. Women also can retain their own property and assets when married.
All marriages are sealed with a marriage contract. The contract stipulates the terms of the union, including the rights of a woman to divorce.5   If a clause allowing the woman to initiate a divorce is included in the marriage contract, women have broader legal rights under Sharia law.  Traditionally, divorce under Sharia law is the exclusive right of the man.6 Men are able to initiate a divorce verbally or in writing, through an agent or directly. Women can only divorce if the right is stipulated in the marriage contract and a judge accepts the divorce in   a   Sharia   court.   Women   can   only apply for   a   divorce   in   extremely limited circumstances such as addiction, lack of proper support, or impotence.
Custody orders and judgements of foreign courts are not enforceable in Bahrain if they contradict or violate local laws and practices. In Bahrain, Shia and Sunni women have different legal rights in relation to child custody, however, both groups of women are denied legal custody of their children. Women are usually only granted physical custody of their children in Bahrain, even if the father is absent. Sunni women are granted custody of their children up until males are 15 years old, and females are 17 years old, or until they marry (whichever is sooner). Shia women are granted physical custody of male children until they are aged 7, and female children until they are aged 9.7 When the children reach this age, they are then given a choice of whether to remain with their mother or father.  
Both parents must agree to conditions that they will maintain and guarantee the child's safety. Judges retain the right to remove children from the custody of their mothers if they remarry. However, under Islamic law rulings, custody should always be made in the best interest of the children. The law also permits that the judge call upon experts in psychology and child welfare.8
· [bookmark: _Toc34216742]Citizenship
The legislation governing issues of Bahraini nationality are codified in the Bahraini Citizenship Act 1963.9 The act was modified in 1981, and states that an individual is eligible to be regarded as a Bahraini national by descent or by birth. Bahraini nationality is transmitted through the male line. It is extremely difficult for Bahraini women to convey their Bahraini citizenship to their children, foreign born spouses, and stateless spouses.  In 2002, Bahrain ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).10 Article 9 of CEDAW does make provision for women to pass on their citizenship to their children. However, the Bahraini government have so far only extended this provision in extremely limited circumstances through exceptional royal decrees.  The slow implementation of CEDAW, and the failure to implement a law allowing women to pass on their Bahraini citizenship, approved by the Bahraini cabinet in 2014, demonstrates the extreme reluctance of the Bahraini authorities to permit women to transmit their Bahraini citizenship to their children.11
Dual nationality in Bahrain is illegal without permission by the state.  Bahraini-born women with Bahraini citizenship are not allowed to obtain another nationality without applying for permission from the state.  On 07 July 2014, the King of Bahrain ratified and issued Law 21, amending some provisions of the Bahraini Citizenship Law of 1963.  According to Article 9 in this law, Bahraini citizenship may be withdrawn -upon the request of the Interior Minister with the permission of the cabinet- from any Bahraini citizen who obtains another nationality without prior approval.
Citizenship will be withdrawn with a decree if the Minister of Interior did not approve the foreign nationality after obtaining the cabinet approval.  The only exception is if the dual citizenship is with one of the GCC countries. In this case, the citizen would be subject to a fine of up to 10,000 BHD (26,500 USD).
In normal circumstances, the mother of non-Bahraini children is allowed to sponsor her child or children, so that they can gain Bahraini citizenship. However, in 2016, the Bahraini authorities forcibly deported Mahmoud Ahmed Khawouri, after he had been held in the deportation center for two years.  Khawouri, a football player, had been arrested on 29 April 2013 for his participation in the 2011 protests. He was accused of unlawful assembly and rioting by the First Criminal Court and sentenced to one year in prison. After he had completed his sentence Khawouri was transferred to the Criminal Investigations Directorate (CID), and then to an immigration detention center where he was held by the Department of Citizenship, Passports and Residency, due to his lack of Bahraini citizenship.  Khawouri had been denied a Bahraini passport, even though he had lived his whole life in the country, due to his father’s foreign (Iranian) origin.  His mother is a Bahraini citizen, who had attempted to sponsor her son on numerous occasions. Khawouri had been raised, and educated as a member of Bahraini society.12
· [bookmark: _Toc34216741]Employment 
It is illegal in Bahrain to discriminate on grounds of gender, however there are some restrictions placed  on  women  in  the  workplace.13   Under  Article  301  of  the  Private  Labor  Law,  with  the exception  of,  doctors,  nurses  and  other  healthcare  professions,  women  are  restricted  from working  between  20:00  and  04:00,  and  from  doing  heavy  industrial  work.14   
As for maternity leaves, employers cannot dismiss women that are pregnant or on maternity leave. In the private sector, women are entitled to 45 paid days of maternity leave, and 15 days of unpaid leave. 100 percent of the salary is paid to a woman in the first 45 days of maternity leave. In the public sector, women are entitled to  60  paid  days  of  maternity  leave.15  Article  35 in the same law  also  provides  provision,  for  lactating  female working in the private  sector,  after  their  return  from  maternity  leave,  to  two  nursing  periods  of  a minimum  of  one  hour  each,  until  the  baby  is  six  months  of  age,  and when  the  baby  is  aged  six months, to one year, a woman is entitled to two further periods of care, that last for a minimum duration  of  30  minutes.16     In  the  public  sector, lactating  mothers  are  granted  maternal hours for  two years.17
Female participation in the workplace doubled between 1980-2000, and families are coming to also rely on female income.  The importance of the financial contribution made by women to the overall financial stability of families has been important in changing social and personal attitudes to women entering the workforce.18
In the public sector, women have been appointed to positions in the judiciary and in the government. Bahraini women are well represented in the legal profession, as 55% of lawyers are women.19   The first female judges began hearing cases in 2006, when the first female judge, Mona al-Kawari was appointed. A second female judge, Dhouha al-Zayani, was appointed to the Constitutional Court in 2007, and a third, Fatima Hubail, was appointed in 2008 as a judge in the Lower Criminal Court. In 2010, Freedom House reported that there were 7 female members of the judiciary in Bahrain,20 when according to the Bahraini Supreme Council for Women, there are currently 21 female judges in Bahrain.21 There are no female judges in the Sharia courts.
In 2018, Bahrain was ranked 130th by the Inter-Parliamentary Union for female representation. The country last held elections in 2018, and a number of women were appointed to both houses in the country. In the Council of Representatives, out of 40 seats, 6 were won by women. In elections for the Shura Council, 9 out of 40 available, were awarded to women.22 There are 4 female members of the municipal council.23   Bahrain’s liberal education system means that women are politically active, women were granted suffrage in 2002, and are able to vote from the age of 18.
The private sector has also seen an increase in the percentage of women in employment.  The Bahraini Supreme Council for Women states that 33% of the private sector labor force in Bahrain is constituted of women. Technical fields such as engineering also have a relatively strong female presence, as 21% of persons occupying posts in the engineering profession in Bahrain are women.24   There is currently a draft labor law undergoing legislative review that is considering giving women protections in the private sector.  The law would increase benefits for women in the private sector, giving them access to bereavement loans, and financial support for childcare. The law also aims to reduce gender-based discrimination in the provision of benefits, training, wages, and the payment of bonuses.
It is important to note however, that upward mobility for women remains restricted. Bahrain’s employment market is governed by systems of patronage. Both Shia and Sunni women are less likely to be in high-level positions than their male counterparts.
Overall, between the period 1971-2013, the percentage of women in the workforce has increased from 4.9% to 31.8%. Although this is a significant improvement in a short period of time, there is still much to be achieved to grant gender equality in the workplace.25

Conclusion
In 2002, Bahrain acceded to CEDAW with five reservations, four of which directly relate to the status of women. The country failed to ratify the optional protocol of preventing violence against women.  The reservations Bahrain expressed, preventing total implementation of CEDAW protocol, are concerned with the following articles:
· Article   2, Paragraph   2, which   states   that   a   country   should   condemn   all   types   of discrimination.
· Article 9, Paragraph 2, which states that women should enjoy the same rights as men in terms of transmitting citizenship to their children.
· Article 15, Paragraph 4, which states that women should be given the same rights as men in choosing their homes.
· Article 16, which states the need to provide equal marital rights to females and males particularly in marriage contracts, raising children and in custody agreements.
In conclusion, women can be powerful actors for peace, security, and prosperity. When they participate in peace processes and other formal decision-making processes, they can play an important role in initiating and inspiring progress on human rights, justice, national reconciliation and economic revitalization. They can also build coalitions across ethnic and sectarian lines and speak up for marginalized and minority groups. Investing in women's leadership is therefore smart security as well as smart development.
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