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Foreword by MIFTAH

At a time when various political issues throng the Palestinian agenda, the Palestinian
Initiative for the Promotion of Global Dialogue and Democracy —-MIFTAH- is adopting
an awareness program in reproductive health. It is MIFTAH’s belief that work on
sustainable health development begins today, and that key responsibilities cannot be
postponed. Previous experience has shown that unless a sustainable, long-term plan to
raise awareness and influence decision-makers to adopt policies pertaining to population,
women’s rights and social, economic, cultural, health and reproductive health issues will
remain at the lower level of the agenda of the Palestinian decision makers and legislators.

As part of its Empowerment of Palestinian Women Leadership program, MIFTAH
embarked on a program of Advocacy for Reproductive Health funded by the United
Nation’s Population Fund (UNFPA). The aim of this program is to raise awareness
among legislators, decision makers and opinion leaders of priority issues in population,
reproductive health, and gender and the necessity of placing these issues on the political
agenda for their significance in advancing the status of the Palestinian family,
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consolidating its structure and activating its role in a Palestinian society capable of
bearing the responsibilities of the present and future. Among the issues addressed are
early marriage of females, school drop-out, the needs of the youth and teenagers for
services and information on reproductive health, and violence against women.

“Reproductive Health of Palestinian Women: Literature Review,” is an indispensable
report that presents a comprehensive view of the research studies that address the reality
and nature of reproductive health in Palestine, and the availability of updated and
comprehensive information in the field. The report is also informative to decision makers
on issues pertaining to population and reproductive health and their importance at the
social and political levels. Accordingly, the report is an analytic review from a
Palestinian perspective of the available literature and data on health and reproduction-
early marriage, consanguineous marriage, school drop-out, women in the work-force, and
violence against women.

Because of the broad range of topics covered in this literature review, only the references,
studies, and the data available from 1997 to 2003 will be included, with reference to
those done before 1997 only as need be. If, however, the report falls short of being
comprehensive, we assume responsibility.

The serious and continuous attempt by civil society organizations, research centers,
academic institutions and governmental institutions to wupgrade information on
reproductive health in Palestine have not been fruitful yet. The targeted rates of death,
illness, neonatal deaths and fertility rates to be used as indicators are still unattainable.

Finally, a word of thanks and appreciation goes to all those who contributed to the
success of this project and in particular those who worked on producing this report, and

members of the project steering committee. A special word of appreciation goes to
UNFPA for their continual support to bring this report to light.

Secretary General

Hanan Ashrawi
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Executive Summary

The difficult conditions in the occupied Palestinian Territories and the systematic Israeli
policy of killing and house demolition coupled with the political and economic collapse
that have been witnessed throughout the past four years place legislators, decision-
makers, development experts, and researchers in front of a political agenda that cannot be
overlooked. We believe that ignoring the issues will create a series of crises from which
the new generation will suffer. Crises will arise in the future in reproductive health, early
marriage, consanguineous marriage, school drop-out, women in the work-force, and the
various forms of violence against women. Therefore, a review of the literature published
on the five issues mentioned above was made to determine the state of affairs and our
rightful role.

The reviewed literature reveals a discrepancy between the declared principles and values,
and actual practice on the ground at all levels. It also reveals the need for a strategic plan
of action geared towards members and committees of the Legislative Council in light of
the lack of a point of reference and gender awareness on the part of these decision-
makers, a fact that renders them unable to give issues pertaining to women and children
their due strategic attention in decision making.

Chapter One: Reproductive Health

This chapter delineates the international agreements on reproductive health, the
Palestinian perception of reproductive health and the available and needed health
services. In addition, it makes a close connection between reproductive health and rights
in terms of the international agreements and conventions pertaining to that. What this
chapter also reveals is the absence of a comprehensive and an integrated approach to
reproductive health at the national and the decision-making levels. Moreover, the
political, social, and economic conditions under occupation, the traditional gender roles,
poverty, and lack of a political will, are the most serious impediments to dealing with
matters pertaining to reproductive health. The perception towards reproductive health is
still incomplete and amputated and investment in the various aspects of this issue is
considered a depletion of funds, which are scarce anyways. In addition to that, there is
some laxity in adopting many matters pertaining to reproductive health because the issue
is intricately linked to demography, which assumes prominence in the ideological conflict
between Arabs and Israelis. Many Palestinians see the numerical challenge as a
mechanism to confront and to overcome the expansionist Zionist settlements.

The chapter also makes reference to two basic approaches to reproductive health. One is
developmental, where the aim is to expand people’s options and to achieve sustainable
development that also preserves the options of future generations. The other is legal,
namely that the right to health in general, and to reproductive health in particular,
matters asserted in international conventions and agreements, and guaranteed in
particular in the agreement to end all forms of discrimination against women.
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Chapter Two: Early Marriage and Consanguineous Marriage

The available literature and statistics indicate a rise in early marriage in the Palestinian
territories. The 2003 data available from the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics
reveals a decrease in the average age of the first marriage among males which dropped
down to 21 years, and to 18 years among females as opposed to the average age of 24 for
males and 18.8 for females according to the 1999 statistics.

In addition, the data of the Central Bureau of Statistics indicates that the most recurrent
marriage age in the West Bank is 18 years old, with the exception of Jenin and Salfit
where the average age at marriage was 15 years in 1999. The most recurrent age in Gaza
was 17 years old, and it ranged between 16 and 18 years in the Gaza Governorates and in
Northern Gaza. There is a necessity to raise the legal age for marriage to 18 years as a
minimum, and to consider any marriage of females beyond that age as null and void.
Also exceptions to this law must be abolished, and the law must include deterrent clauses
against violators. Civil society institutions must encourage a debate on early marriage.

The studies also indicate that consanguineous marriage is noticeably widespread in the
Palestinian territories. There is a direct correlation between consanguineous marriage
and neonatal deaths, birth deformities, and hereditary diseases among children. The data
of the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics collected as part of health mapping carried
out in 2000 indicates that 48% of all marriages are consanguineous. The percentage in
Gaza was higher than the West Bank, whereby it was 52% of all marriages in Gaza, and
46% of all marriages in the West Bank. The studies indicate that preserving the family,
and the protection thought to be afforded to females through the marriage of relatives, are
the most important factors behind marriage among relatives. The studies also put forward
recommendations pertaining to the importance of counseling services to those who are
engaged to be married and seek diagnostic or medical tests before marriage.

Chapter Three: Female School Drop-out

There is a clear decline in the number of school drop-outs especially that the policies
adopted by the Ministry of Education have played a positive role in the rise of enrollment
of both sexes in the various stages of schooling, especially in the basic stage. The various
procedures adopted by the Ministry of Education have played a role in narrowing the gap
between male and female students and offering them equal opportunities to education.
However, the deteriorating political situation, and the resulting declination in the
economic and social conditions, are the main reasons for school drop-out. The economic
deterioration and the sharp decline in living conditions led many Palestinian families to
thrust their children in the labor market for meager pay. As such, child labor topped the
causes of school drop-outs (22.5%) according to a study made on the causes of school
dropouts in the academic year 2001/2002. In addition to that, factors like the lack of
security on the road, at checkpoints, decrease in marriage expenses compared to the past,
as well as unemployment among males, have encouraged early marriage among females
and have amounted to 46% of all causes of school drop-outs among females in the same
year. There is a necessity to raise the age of compulsory education to the twelfth grade so
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that females acquire a certain level of education to qualify them to defend their rights,
protect themselves, and engage in the work force if they wish to do so.

The review came up with a number of results and conclusions that show that drop-out is a
serious problem that must be addressed, and that its dire consequences, whether that be at
the level of the individual, family or society, must be acknowledged. The degree of harm
done as a result of school drop-out, no matter how small the number is, cannot be
overlooked. Every male drop-out is a strong candidate for an unemployed person who
resorts to violence in the family and against his wife in particular who becomes the
scapegoat for his anger, his lack of security, and his own assertion of manhood.
Unemployment is a threat to manhood and control when a male cannot support his family
or fulfill the role expected of him.

The female drop-out is a woman who enters her reproductive role at a very early age.
She gets married and becomes pregnant at an age when she is neither physically nor
psychologically prepared for that, thus increasing the health dangers she might be
subjected in marriage and birth at an early age. As an object of aggression and a young
pregnant woman, the young married woman loses many of her health rights in general
and her reproductive rights in particular in addition to her human rights.

Chapter Four: Women in the Work Force

Social norms and traditional gender roles hinder the participation of women in the work
force and contribute to the discrepancy in wages between women and their male
counterparts in favor of males. This is in addition to the lack of clear criteria for
determining wages.

On another level, studies have indicated a negative correlation between the number of
children under the age of six and women’s enrollment in paid work. While women prefer
some kind of employment over no employment at all, they maintain that the lack of
affordable nurseries for their children is one of the main obstacles they face in the
workforce.

Chapter Five: Violence Against Women

The literature available indicates that various forms of violence are exercised against
women. Whereas physical violence can be traced, diagnosed, and treated provided that
the necessary tools and structures are available, psychological and social violence
against women in societal institutions, whether official or non-official, remains concealed
and has a long-term effect. The various forms of violence against women that must be
addressed include discrimination in employment and in the decision making circles, in
the various institutions and sectors and the implementation of laws that are mostly biased
in the first place in favor of men, and the laxity in implementing what is in favor of
women in terms of legislation enactment.

Research studies have tackled sexual violence exercised by some husbands, perceived by
men and by many women as an integral part of religious and social rights, and which
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leads to unwanted or unplanned pregnancies, with all the ramifications on women’s
reproductive, psychological, and physical health. Moreover, that type of violence
heightens women’s feeling of weakness, fright, and frustration because of a lack of
control over their bodies and increases the burden on women because it leads to an
increase in the number of family members while decreasing the chances for women in
entering the workforce outside their home. All this leads to another form of violence,
namely economic control by males over financial resources thus preventing females from
fair access to such resources.

A number of working papers, prepared during work on the project, were annexed to this
report to enrich the discussion of important matters pertaining to reproductive health in
Palestine. Those papers include:
- Paper on school drop-out from a developmental and legal perspective.
- Paper on the reality of school drop-outs according to the records of The Ministry
of Education and Higher Education.
- Paper on the share of women in contingency employment.
- Paper on early marriage and its health and social effects and the opinion of
Sharii’a.

It is worthwhile noting that during the preparation of this report, a series of related

educational and awareness raising publications were issued and distributed among those
interested in legislation, the law and reproductive health.
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