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Society

New courts in 
Egypt to fight 
violence against 
women
Amr Emam

Cairo

T 

he Egyptian Justice Min-
istry’s decision to set up 
special courts to handle 
cases of violence against 
women should also em-

power them and bring perpetrators 
to justice, rights activists say.

“Culprits used to act with im-
punity, knowing that they will not 
be brought to court or even pun-
ished by the authorities,” Nehad 
Abul Komsan, a women’s rights 
advocate, said. “However, the new 
courts will put an end to this impu-
nity.”

Egypt does not have a law on 
violence against women and cases 
are usually heard under the coun-
try’s criminal code.

But Justice Minister Ahmed el-
Zend said the new courts would 
aim to bring quick and effective 
justice to women victims of vio-
lence and hold the perpetrators to 
account.

Egypt’s women and girls face 
violence on a disturbing scale both 
at home and in public, including 
sexual mob attacks as well as tor-
ture in state custody, Amnesty In-
ternational says.

The London-based rights group, 
in a report released in January, 

quotes survivors who describe 
brutal physical and psychological 
abuse, saying that their spouses 
had beaten, whipped and burned 
them and, in some cases, locked 
them inside the house against 
their will.

The women also spoke about 
how the legal system had failed 
them, Amnesty International said 
in its report: Circles of Hell: Do-
mestic, Public and State Violence 
Against Women in Egypt, which 
documents how, despite piece-
meal reforms, shortfalls in Egyp-
tian laws and entrenched impunity 
foster a culture of routine sexual 
and gender-based violence.

The report says many problems 
stem from prejudiced attitudes 
and are exacerbated by what it 
describes as the “discriminatory” 
Egyptian personal status law and 
other provisions that put up insur-
mountable obstacles for women 
to prove that their spouses have 
harmed them.

Support for survivors of sexual 
and gender-based violence barely 
exists, Amnesty International says.

Women who report an attack 
are confronted with several obsta-
cles, including a lack of interest by 
security forces or prosecutors, as 
well as inadequate criminal laws, 
with domestic violence and mari-
tal rape not explicitly criminalised, 
the report adds, noting that this 

leads many women to suffer in si-
lence.

The organisation notes that what 
it terms as a “deeply discriminato-
ry” divorce system in Egypt often 
leaves women trapped in abusive 
relationships.

While men may unilaterally 
divorce their wives without pro-
viding any justification, Amnesty 
International says women must ei-
ther forfeit their financial rights by 
accepting a “no-fault” (“khol”) di-
vorce or be prepared to fight a long 
and costly court battle to prove 
that their husbands “harmed” 
them.

Abul Komsan says the new 
courts will keep face many of these 
problems but notes that courts 
alone will not dramatically change 
the conditions of women for the 
better.

“I mean the presence of these 
courts makes it necessary for some 
new legislation to be introduced,” 
Abul Komsan said. “Cases of vio-

lence against women should not 
be solely left for the courts where 
judges will rule according to their 
personal whims, not the law.”

Abul Komsan has been work-
ing for the empowerment of the 
nation’s women for decades. She 
says she had seen women who — 
although they are subjected to se-
vere violence at the hands of their 
husbands, fathers and sometimes 
brothers — do not report their cas-
es for fear that the relatives would 
be put in jail.

Several local organisations have 
been trying to alter this trend by 
teaching women their legal rights 
and lobbying for legislative chang-
es that can offer the necessary pro-

tection to victims.
During a recent seminar in Cairo, 

the Egyptian Centre for Women’s 
Rights called on parliament to in-
troduce legislation on violence 
against women, referring to a 
surge in this violence, especially in 
recent years.

Shahenda Meqled, a member 
of the state-run National Human 
Rights Council, links this surge in 
violence against women to the po-
litical rise of the nation’s Islamists.

She says they had imposed a set 
of Wahhabi ideas, especially when 
it comes to the role of women and 
the way they should be treated, on 
society.

“Marginalising women, putting 
them in scorn and making them 
disappear from public life was 
the end goal of everything done 
by these Islamists in the past four 
years,” Meqled said. “This was 
why women bore the brunt of all 
the violence that happened in our 
society during those years.”

Heavy load. Egypt’s High Court in Cairo. 

Egypt’s women and 
girls face violence 
on a disturbing scale 
both at home and in 
public.

Overcoming the stigma
Gay Lebanon leads in the region for tackling the HIV virus

Martin Jay

Beirut

T 

he subject of AIDS in 
Lebanon is no longer a 
gloomy one. A recent 
study by the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) indi-

cated the number of reported cases 
is receding. According to statistics 
published in early December, the 
number of cases of infected patients 
this year was 113.

The study also showed a contin-
ued downturn in the number of 
Lebanese women infected by their 
husbands working in West Africa. 
Currently only 7% infected in 2015 
have a “travel history”.

Yet while health workers and 
WHO officials are upbeat about 
the figures, many take a despond-
ent view of one statistic that gives 
a dimension to the high number of 
males infected with HIV in Leba-
non, a country synonymous 
with liberal, if not hedonistic 
Western values atypical of the 
Arab world.

More than one-third — 35% 
— of those infected with HIV/
AIDS contracted it through ho-
mosexual intercourse, a sub-
ject taboo in Lebanon although 
strangely more taboo with health 
workers and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) than society 
itself.

Lebanon has a visible gay scene 
that defies regular crackdowns 
from the state, which attempts a to-
ken disdain for gay clubs and bars. 
And yet the gay scene survives.

But try using the word “gay” with 
WHO officials and NGO chiefs and 
the reporter faces a baptism of de-
nial. The word “gay” has been air-
brushed out of the subject due to 

the collective thoughts by all the 
partners active in the area as many 
health care professionals say stig-
matisation against homosexual 
men will drive them underground.

Yet there’s much evidence to sup-
port that and measures by the gov-
ernment to introduce anonymous 
AIDS testing across 110 health cen-
tres in Lebanon is proving a success. 
But it’s more than just getting gay 
men in for testing. It’s also about 
how they are treated once inside 
and diagnosed.

“Now, in Lebanon, we start treat-
ment on HIV sufferers irrespective 
of their CD4 count,” Dr Mustapha 
Nakib of the WHO told The Arab 
Weekly in a telephone inter-
view. “So everyone who is HIV 
positive diagnosed, we counsel 
him, and if he accepts, we 

start treatment 
immediately which 

might make, in time, the vi-
rus undetectable in the blood.”

The CD4 count is a measure 
of immune function. By measur-
ing CD4 levels doctors can see 

how HIV has affected the immune 
system, showing the progression 
of the virus. Care for people in-
fected with HIV starts when a CD4 
count exceeds a given threshold. In 
the United Kingdom, for, example, 
most people start treatment when 
their CD4 count is at 350.

Condoms are the real problem, 

though, in Lebanon, both from a 
cultural perspective and an eco-
nomic one as it’s often overlooked 
that in poor countries few want to 
pay out for the protection. Yet, ac-
cording to Nakib, who is the direc-
tor of the HIV programme at the 
WHO in Beirut, many simply don’t 
know that with a little effort, con-
doms can be obtained at no cost.

“For those in a vulnerable situ-
ation, they might go to NGOs and 
find counselling and then be given 
free condoms… but so many oth-
ers don’t go there so they need to 

buy them from pharmacies,” he 
added.

Ironically, despite Lebanon 
being modern and more toler-
ant of a gay scene, there are 
health care workers who 
fear stigmatisation of gay 
men affects the number 
who come forward. In-
deed, WHO statistics are 
cause for great dispute 
in Lebanon’s NGO com-
munity.

Nonetheless, the 
WHO takes the more 

pragmatic view that 
men who have sex 
with each other 
can be assumed to 
be gay. And so the 
WHO concludes 
that gay sex is the 
chief reason for 
the lion’s share of 

AIDS/HIV cases in 
Lebanon.

Earlier in the year, 
an AIDS/HIV doctor 

practicing in Lebanon 
condemned the study 

for being gender specific 
— with a shocking lack of 

testing for women — and a 
health clinic also stated the 
studies were inaccurate sim-

ply due to their limited scope in who 
it contacts as part of the survey.

A reputable Lebanese health cen-
tre that specialises in sexually trans-
mitted diseases (STDs) called Marsa 
agreed that gay sex (or “MSM sex” 
as they prefer to call it) is respon-
sible for the increase in reported 
cases and claims that the price of 
condoms is a chief reason why AIDS 
continues to chalk up well more 
than 100 new cases each year in 
Lebanon.

Yet it also says that the figures are 
not accurate as a large part of sexual 
practices are not documented so the 
assertion of the high rate of gay sex 
cannot be substantiated, according 
to Marsa Manager Diana Abou Ab-
bas.

More recently, her argument was 
supported by a Lebanese organisa-
tion called SIDC, which is part of the 
Lebanese AIDS National Associa-
tion.

A spokeswoman questioned the 
number of cases in Lebanon, which 
she estimated at being “well over 
3,000″. She pointed to the 50% of 
those in the WHO study who do not 
state where or how they caught the 
virus.

“The numbers, which show that 
over 80% are transmitted through 
unprotected sex each year and half 
of these numbers are homosexual 
and bisexual. This is the new trend” 
she said in a telephone interview. 
“Every year we are witnessing more 
cases in the gay community.”

Students take part in World AIDS Day at 
the campus of the American University of 
Beirut.

More than one-third 
— 35% — of those 
infected with HIV/
AIDS contracted it 
through homosexual 
intercourse.


