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W 

omen in Saudi Ara-
bia  celebrated a 
royal decree eas-
ing aspects of the 
kingdom’s male 

guardianship system, granting 
them independent access to gov-
ernment services, jobs, education 
and health care.

Directives from King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud stated that 
women in the kingdom no longer 
need a male guardian’s consent to 
access public services “unless there 
is a legal basis for this request, in 
accordance with the provisions of 
Islamic sharia.”

Government agencies are re-
quired to reflect the new changes 
on their official websites and have 
three months to restructure and 
implement the new orders while 
providing officials with a list of 
services that might require guard-
ian approval for consideration. The 
agencies are also tasked with rais-

ing awareness of women’s rights in 
Saudi Arabia.

Before the changes, Saudi wom-
en needed a mahram (male guard-
ian) — usually a father, brother or 
husband — to accompany them or 
give written consent to access jobs, 
school or health care.

Maha Akeel, of the Jeddah-based 
Organisation of Islamic Coopera-
tion, said the changes deliver an 
opportunity to re-evaluate the en-
tire system.

“Now at least it opens the door 
for discussion on the guardian 
system,” Akeel told the Thomson 
Reuters Foundation. “Women are 
independent and can take care of 
themselves.”

The royal decrees stop short of 
giving women the right to travel 
without a guardian’s consent or the 
complete dissolution of the guardi-
anship system, which activists 
have called for.

However, many called it a signifi-
cant move. “We are one step ahead, 
this is good news,” wrote UK-based 
Saudi student Rawan al-Rayes on 
her Twitter account. Online Saudi 
activist Maha Saad  said the devel-
opments were the “start of some-
thing great; Freedom Will Win At 
The End.”

The movement to drop the male 
guardianship system in Saudi Ara-
bia has been going on for almost six 
years but has only generated signif-
icant results in the last few years.

The online grass-roots move-
ment celebrated several small vic-
tories during that period, starting 
with the late King Abdullah bin Ab-

dulaziz Al Saud allowing women to 
join the kingdom’s advisory Shura 
Council in 2011, followed by the 
first participation of Saudi women 
at the Olympics. In 2013, the king-
dom pledged for the second time to 
the United Nations that it would re-
view and nullify the guardianship 
system.

Last September, a petition signed 
by nearly 15,000 Saudi women urg-
ing King Salman to end the coun-
try’s male guardianship system 
was posted to the government. 
This came after an unsuccessful 
attempt by Riyadh-based women’s 
activist Aziza al-Yousef to deliver it 
personally to the royal court.

At that time, the Arabic hashtag 
“Saudi women want to abolish 
the guardianship system” trended 
on social media for months, par-
ticularly on Twitter, which has 
an estimated 2.4 million active 
Saudi users, the highest number 
of any country in the region. The 
latest events have led to the same 

hashtag trending again.
The royal decrees specified that 

government agencies should force 
employers to provide transporta-
tion for female employees, an as-
pect that pro-women Saudi activi-
ties might construe as a setback to 
their campaign to lift the ban on 
women driving in the kingdom.

A scheduled session of the Shura 
Council aimed at discussing an In-
terior Ministry report’s recommen-
dation on the women’s driving ini-
tiative was postponed.

The Riyadh-based Okaz news-
paper said members of the council 
were informed 48 hours before the 
session of the postponement, with 

the possibility of having the dis-
cussion before the start of the holy 
month of Ramadan.

Sources told Okaz that the coun-
cil’s Security Committee failed to 
draft coherent recommendations 
regarding the women’s driving 
initiative, describing what was pre-
sented as “weak” and “unfeasible” 
and saying it was rejected at a Gen-
eral Assembly meeting in April.

Commenting on the delay on 
Twitter, Yousef wrote: “I don’t 
know why the women’s driving 
dossier has become one of the 
most difficult files to pass, bearing 
in mind that more complex issues 
have passed through the bottle-
neck smoothly.”

Saudi Arabia is implementing its 
Vision 2030 social and economic 
reform plan, designed to diversify 
its economy away from the energy 
sector. Creating opportunities and 
improving living standards for the 
kingdom’s female populace factor 
heavily in its plans.
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Steps forward. Saudi women walk on a street during Saudi National Day in Riyadh.         (Reuters)

Women in the 
kingdom no longer 
need a male 
guardian’s consent to 
access public services.

Last September, a 
petition was signed 
by nearly 15,000 
Saudi women urging 
King Salman to end 
the male 
guardianship 
system.

Baghdad

W 

hen Iraqi govern-
ment troops began 
their operation to 
retake Mosul six 
months ago, more 

than 1 million people were esti-
mated to be living in the city, Iraq’s 
second largest.

More than 300,000 people have 
been displaced by the fighting and 
the United Nations estimates about 
400,000 are trapped in ISIS-held 
neighbourhoods in western Mosul.

Mosul citizens Mostapha Khatib, 
Mohamad Bassel and Abdallah Ab-
del Aziz anticipated the massive 
humanitarian crisis the operation 
would cause. They set up Faz3a to 
mobilise young volunteers from 
the embattled city to help refugees 
seeking shelter in camps near Mo-
sul.

“Our organisation was the first 
to enter the eastern part of Mosul 
during the ongoing battles,” Khatib 
said in a telephone conversation. 
“We worked in coordination with 
Mosul District Council and with the 
support of residents who devoted 
human and material resources.”

Faz3a volunteers provided front-
line emergency aid, including food, 
toiletries, heaters, blankets and 
medical care, in recently liberated 
communities in and around Mosul. 
Their assistance helped save hun-
dreds of refugees who had to flee 
the fighting.

Faz3a operates solely on private 
donations offered mainly by Mo-
sul’s inhabitants.

“The situation is very tragic. It 
is actually beyond imagination. 
It is even worse for those who are 
still under the grip of ISIS. Hunger 
and a shortage of drinking water 
and medication caused the death 
of tens of people. Those who have 
tried to escape were exposed to 
sniper fire from ISIS positions,” 
Khatib said.

More than 750 volunteers — all 
young people from Mosul — have 
swelled the ranks of Faz3a in recent 
months.

“They are all educated youths 
who were keen on having a human-
itarian role since the very first days 
of the operation. They enrolled in 
big numbers and made sure that as-
sistance is distributed equally to all 
refugees and those in need for it,” 

Khatib said.
He said at least 23 volunteers 

have been killed or wounded, 
mostly by ISIS militants with mor-
tars and booby-trapped drones, 
while assisting the refugees.

“We incurred human losses 
though from the very beginning of 
military operations, we have been 
working closely with the Iraqi forc-
es to ensure the safety of our work-
ers,” Khatib said.

“However, the risks and chal-
lenges reinforced our determina-
tion to restore life inside the lib-
erated areas of Mosul regardless 
of the sacrifices. Most volunteers 
feel they have an obligation and a 
duty towards the city in which they 
were born and grew up.”

Khatib pointed out that Faz3a 

had helped rehabilitate schools 
and government institutions, no-
tably medical facilities to ensure 
the continuation of services to the 
population.

“Assisting refugee families, espe-
cially those who are still within ISIS 
territory, necessitates international 
as well as local efforts. Internation-
al support is also needed to rebuild 
Mosul and breathe new life into it,” 
he said.

Iraqi forces began the assault on 
ISIS-held Mosul in October, after 
months of preparation and build-
up. In January, Iraq declared the 
eastern half of Mosul — the Tigris 
River divides the city into eastern 
and western sectors — “fully liber-
ated.” Iraqi government forces are 
battling to take the city’s western 
half.

Humanitarian groups have re-
peatedly warned of increased ci-
vilian casualties in western Mosul 
due to the higher density of the 
population there and the increased 
reliance on air strikes and artillery. 
Faced with their toughest fight 
against ISIS yet, Iraqi and coalition 
forces have increasingly turned to 
air strikes and artillery to clear and 
hold territory in Mosul’s west.

Mosul District Council Mem-
ber Maan al-Rashidi commended 
Faz3a’s work, which he described 
as “outstanding” and “beyond ex-
pectations.”

“What this organisation has been 
able to offer for the refugees of Mo-
sul is amazing,” Rashidi said. “It is a 
novice young group, relying solely 
on personal efforts. They are not 
backed by any party or faction and 
they do not propagate any political 
ideas; nonetheless, they were able 

to make a big difference for a large 
number of people in a record time.”

Rashidi complained about the 
“extremely poor” support extend-
ed by the federal government to 
the beleaguered city. “It is insig-
nificant compared to the scope of 
destruction. We had to resort to 
local humanitarian groups, includ-
ing Faz3a, who heeded our appeal 
without hesitation or any claim in 
return,” he said.

The official contended, however, 
that voluntary work cannot replace 
or substitute the state in rebuilding 
and rehabilitating devastated are-
as. He said those needed concerted 
efforts from international organisa-
tions.

Khatib also criticised the govern-
ment, which he blasted for “leav-
ing the refugees out in the wild” 
without help.

“Conditions in refugee camps are 
appalling,” he said. “These people 
lack the minimum living require-
ments. Dealing with the humani-
tarian crisis requires international 
efforts and the urgent intervention 
of both the local and federal au-
thorities.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly. 
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Big difference in record time. Faz3a volunteers preparing 
assistance for distribution to Mosul refugees.                  (Courtesy of Faz3a)

Faz3a volunteers 
provided front-line 
emergency aid in 
recently liberated 
communities in and 
around Mosul.


