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Executive Summary:  

The coronavirus pandemic had a disproportionate impact on women globally. The economic fallout 
of the pandemic significantly affected women and additional domestic care responsibilities furthered 
economic and social burdens. There was a marked increase in domestic abuse globally throughout the 
pandemic and this highlighted ongoing legislative challenges that parliamentarians face. However, the 
gendered implications of covid-19 have not been accounted for sufficiently in policy responses. This 
has exposed the urgent need to increase and enhance the inclusion of women in decision-making at 
all levels to ensure that policies are prioritised in accordance to need, and that resources are allocated 
accordingly. 

The Women Parliamentarian Network (WPN) convened regularly online throughout the pandemic to 
connect women parliamentarians with relevant experts and decisionmakers to discuss the impact of 
the pandemic on women and to identify potential policy responses. The Network also met in-person in 
Helsinki in November 2021 to explore these issues further, and to discuss broader challenges. 

Optimism for a ‘new world’ that emerged during the beginning of the pandemic has receded. Almost 
two years after governments introduced restrictions in response to covid-19, parliamentarians have 
noted that ‘nothing has changed and everything has changed.’ While there was optimism for economic 
structural change in the early stages of the pandemic, there has been little movement and, in many 
countries, economic models have remained the same.  

Women lost their jobs at a disproportionately higher rate than men during the pandemic; globally, 
women’s employment dropped 5% between 2019 and 2020 (compared to 3.9% for men).1  Countries in 
the MENA region saw women’s employment drop 4.1%, compared to 1.9% for men during this period. 
Furthermore, despite women being overrepresented in sectors impacted by the virus, such as the health 
sector, it has been found that when job-loss occurs, available employment opportunities go to men first.2

Alongside challenges related to employment, the increased burden of childcare impacted women 
disproportionally during the pandemic. Globally, it was reported that women spent an average 173 
additional hours on unpaid childcare in the first 6 months of the pandemic, compared to 59 additional 
hours for men.3 This trend was similar for other unpaid domestic work, including teaching at home and 
caring for elderly members of the family. 

As the economic and social impacts of the pandemic unfolded, domestic abuse rose exponentially 
during lockdowns, with the UN naming it the Shadow Pandemic.4 Where legislation to tackle domestic 
violence exists, laws are often not implemented and fail to protect women and families. Governments 
and policymakers must prioritise action in this area, with a drive for effective legislation that protects 
victims, punishes abusers, educates the public, provides accessible safety and support for victims, and 
acts as a deterrent to potential perpetrators. 

In countries where there is opposition to legislation aimed at addressing domestic abuse, policymakers 
should look to surrounding countries for best practices and guidance and draw on the support of 
the international community. Efforts at developing domestic abuse legislation will arguably be more 
successful if bottom-up and community-based approaches are incorporated as well as top-down 
policymaking, so that support for legislation develops by the time it is voted on. It is important to also 
engage men in legislative processes so that they also champion the fundamental human rights of all, 
especially women and children. 

The Disproportionate Impact of 
the Covid-19 Pandemic on Women 
Globally
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The cost of domestic abuse must be understood fully and can also be factored into legislation. This 
argument was used in the UK, where the cost of domestic abuse in 2017 alone was £66 billion, with 
the greatest cost within that pertaining to the physical and emotional harm suffered by the victims 
themselves, at around £47 billion a year.5 

During the pandemic, global developments significantly impacted prospects for women. Following the 
withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan on 31 August 2021 and the Taliban’s assumption of power, 
women and girls in the country have faced human rights violations and devastating challenges. Women 
in Afghanistan must continue to be supported through the ongoing delivery of small grassroots projects 
and the provision of education for women and girls must be maintained.

Addressing the challenges women faced during the pandemic requires the inclusion of women in politics 
and decision making. Only 26.1% of parliamentary seats and 22.6% of ministerial positions are held by 
women globally.6 A failure to include women’s voices at the heart of decision making directly impacts 
which issues are prioritised and, subsequently, where resources are allocated. However, while women’s 
participation in decision making must be promoted, participation does not guarantee that women’s 
voices are listened to or taken seriously. 

Governments and international financial institutions must radically transform their approaches to 
recognise public health, education, and childcare as an ‘investment,’ such as infrastructure and transport, 
rather than as ‘costs.’ This will mean that when financial constraints exist, public health and education 
will be prioritised, rather than reduced or eliminated. 

Women parliamentarians and decision makers both in Europe and the Gulf-MENA region continue to 
face varied and ongoing challenges in their work.  Women express that they often feel unable to achieve 
success without adjusting their behaviour to fit societal norms, and misogyny continues to impact their 
opportunities. In countries that have achieved high-level and meaningful participation of women in 
politics and public life, challenges are ongoing and highlight that representation is not a ‘silver bullet’ for 
creating widespread change. 

Women parliamentarians and decisionmakers from Europe and the Gulf-MENA region share a common 
understanding and experience of the challenges that women in politics and broader society face. 
Shared experiences enable the identification of ongoing challenges that must be addressed and creates 
significant opportunities to identify ways in which solutions can be advanced together.
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Foreword

Since 2020, I have had the pleasure of chairing the Helsinki Policy 
Forum’s Women Parliamentarian Network (WPN), which has steadily 
expanded to incorporate women leaders from sixteen countries 
across Europe, North America, and the Middle East. This report 
captures the analysis of the Network over the past two years as the 
members of network found themselves responding to Covid-19.

What strikes me from this report is that, despite the many differences 
between countries in terms of GDP, political culture, and history, the 
challenges facing women policymakers are shared.

Women everywhere are still denied opportunities because of their 
gender. Daily, they face the prospect of violence and confront misogyny 
online. The burden of care work continues to fall disproportionately 
on women, and when economic crises hit, it is women who are the 
first to find themselves unemployed. Women who try to speak out 
against these ills and reject the structures that produce them, are too 
often dismissed, mocked, or silenced.

Given these realities, there is considerable value in having a 
confidential space where women policymakers come together as 
peers, to offer practical advice. While every context is unique, the 
insights from one experience can prove profoundly helpful to those 
trying to develop answers to similar problems. As this report outlines, 
there are countless examples of this within the Network, from British 
parliamentarians supporting their colleagues in Lebanon design 
legislation to combat domestic violence, to the Network sharing ideas 
on how to make Covid recovery packages gender sensitive.

I want to thank all the members of the network for their energetic 
engagement and tireless efforts to build a world where women 
are full, equal, and respected members of society. This work must 
continue.

Baroness Helena Kennedy QC

Chair of the Women Parliamentarian Network, Member of the House of Lords, Director of 
the International Bar Association’s Human Rights Institute
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We have all lived through three years in a world that was 
not a very happy place. We, as leaders and systems, are 
not moving forward though people are working hard to 
be innovative and find solutions. Often the realization 
of the solutions seems as if it is not in the hands of the 
people. It requires governments, policies, laws, structures, 
institutions, resources, both human and financial.

One most direct example comes from the one-year 
after COVID report issued by the two co-chairs of the 
Independent Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and 
Response: Honorable Helen Clark, former Prime Minister 
of New Zealand and President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, former 
President of Liberia. The report is entitled: Transforming 
or Tinkering: Inaction lays the groundwork for another 
pandemic. This is certainly a very revealing title of the state 
of the world today.

During the past couple of years, The Helsinki Policy Forum, 
and its Women Parliamentarian Network, supported by 
Forward Thinking, was engaged in a series of conversations 
with parliamentarians from different parts of the world, 
but especially from the Middle East and North Africa on 
confronting the impact of COVID-19. The conversations 
were sometimes painful, other times substantive, and 
yet other times uplifting simply because we hear the 
commitment of parliamentarians to activate their roles in 
this very unwelcomed world environment and the courage 
of local leaders to lead their communities.

The world was facing many challenging crises at the same 
time, from wars and conflicts, to refugees, displaced and 
migrants, to natural disaster and of course COVID-19 took 
over the attention of everyone.

Within this context, Covid-19 was a wake-up call to the 
global, regional, national and local communities, especially 
the leadership at all these levels. It sharply laid world bare 
in front of its own weaknesses from the personal and 
individual to the institutional. It exposed the weaknesses 
in our systems for responding to pandemics and the need 
for better preparation. And it also exposed the inequality 
and inequity within nations and among them. It lay bare 
the suffering of the poor in all countries, including those 
in high income, and highlighted gender inequality in all 
societies.

It is critical that we acknowledge that the Covid-19 
pandemic is not over and the virus is returning in different 
mutations; therefore, it is urgent to take the necessary 
fundamental political decisions to stop the next phase, 
which will eventually become an even worse human crisis. 

The world has the know-how and ability. The Independent 
Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response has 
provided a roadmap in its first report, and it is one report 
among a few others.

Basically, we have to accept that readiness and response to 
health threats is not a choice. There is progress, but it’s too 
slow, too fragmented and too focussed on “aid” rather than 
on the equity, multilateral responsibility and the required 
inclusivity. The solution begins with highest-level of political 
leadership across sectors– where the current fragmented 
reforms can be brought together into a coherent system 
that generates the finance, equitable tools, support, and 
accountability. And here an all-government approach 
beyond the ministries of health has a role, along with 
parliamentarians, private sector, civil society organizations 
and leadership of communities.

What is required now to move the world forward in 
preparedness and response focussing on five specific 
measures: effective surveillance and alarms including 
through legal instruments, adequate financing that is 
beyond and above the Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) budgets that would provide new sufficient and 
stable finance for readiness and crises, equity in accessing 
pandemic tools like vaccines, treatments and diagnostics, 
strengthening the World Health Organization, as the 
multilateral organization of health, and securing the highest 
level political leadership in all sectors. If we continue at 
the present slow pace, it will take years to achieve these 
measures. For now, we remain stuck with largely the same 
tools and system we had at the outset of 2020 when the 
COVID virus first emerged.

The challenge that the world is facing focusses on the 
criticality of political will to adopt preparedness and 
response in all its measures. With the emergence of new 
crises, such as the war in Ukraine, the attention of the 
world, and especially policymakers, has shifted away from 
pandemic preparedness and response.

The pandemic is not over, and others will come. What is 
needed now is action-oriented, decisive, and inclusive high-
level political leadership that delivers a coherent system 
ensuring a safer world. The world has the know-how and 
the ability to end this crisis, it just needs to move faster and 
with commitment to saving people, wherever they are on 
this globe. Parliamentarians are most equipped to adopt 
these demands.

Introductory Remarks

Thoraya Obaid

Former Executive Director, UNFPA and Member of the International Panel on Pandemic Preparedness



This report follows the UN definition of ‘domestic 

abuse’ and uses the term interchangeably with 

‘domestic violence’. It also discusses violence against 

women and children and gender-based violence 

(GBV). According to the UN, domestic abuse can be 

defined as "a pattern of behaviour in any relationship 

that is used to gain or maintain power and control 

over an intimate partner. Abuse is physical, sexual, 

emotional, economic or psychological actions or 

threats of actions that influence another person. This 

includes any behaviours that frighten, intimidate, 

terrorize, manipulate, hurt, humiliate, blame, injure, 

or wound someone. Domestic abuse can happen to 

anyone of any race, age, sexual orientation, religion, 

or gender. It can occur within a range of relationships 

including couples who are married, living together 

or dating. Domestic violence affects people of all 

socioeconomic backgrounds and education levels."7

Definition of domestic abuse
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Recommendations for Parliamentarians, 

Policymakers and NGOs: 

•	 Ensure that women are present during deci-
sion-making processes and develop practices to 
support a new generation of women taking up 
meaningful leadership positions that hold both 
relevance and power. Challenge the trend of plac-
ing women in ‘cosmetic’ leadership roles that hold 
little meaning or influence. 

•	 Encourage women to bring their own identity and 
skills to politics and other leadership roles, rather 
than feeling pressure to emulate the behaviour of 
men. 

•	 Train and support women parliamentarians to en-
sure they are equipped to address the challenges 
they are likely to face. 

•	 Advance protections for parliamentarians to ad-
dress the ongoing risk of physical and online 
abuse. 

•	 Focus on reforms to education systems to create 
lasting changes to our political culture and to en-
sure that girls and boys are raised in a way that ad-
vances respect for all members of society. Teach 
young people at an early age to respect women’s 
voices, not just those that follow established male 
behaviours.  

•	 Encourage governments in the MENA region to en-
shrine labour rights for all workers. This includes 
the introduction of fully paid parental leave and 
recognising the rights of domestic labourers.

•	 Advocate for updated employment laws to reflect 
the new reality of flexible working. This includes 
protection of redundancy pay, holiday pay and pa-
rental leave.

•	 Develop national policies that make family work 
in the home paid to reduce the conflict between 
family and work commitments. 

•	 Increase investments in public health to improve 
training and pay for women health workers. 

•	 Introduce policy trackers so that the success or 
failure of government policies can be monitored. 

•	 Invest in education and childcare, including ear-
ly-years care, to provide the support that is need-
ed. Encourage recognition of childminding as a 
profession and legislate for formal payment. 

•	 Guarantee access to the internet for all. Treat 
Wi-Fi as a utility such as water and electricity that 
should reach all homes and communities. 

•	 Collect more data on the economic impact of the 
pandemic on women and assess how much finan-
cial aid went to women. 

•	 Develop clearer gender-disaggregated data and 
information to inform political responses, policies 
and strategies and shape inclusive post-Covid-19 
economic recovery processes. Utilise this track to 
discover which policies are effective and what ar-
eas require improvement to ensure inclusive eco-
nomic frameworks and long-term solutions. Iden-
tify data regarding the impact of the pandemic on 
refugees. Encourage greater collection of data re-
garding refugee and displaced communities glob-
ally. 
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•	 Advance arguments that present social care and 
public health policies as an investment in human 
capital, rather than a cost. Underline the econom-
ic impact of domestic violence and for economic 
recovery post-pandemic. 

•	 Improve digital inclusion, skills and support to 
women owners of small business, recognising that 
the digital economy can support job creation and 
entrepreneurialism at a time where other sectors 
are contracting as a result of the economic impact 
of the virus. 

•	 Garner written support for legislation preventing 
domestic abuse from across society, including re-
ligious leaders, to try and change perceptions on it 
at the grassroots level.  

•	 Encourage governments to raise domestic vio-
lence legislation in Iraq as an issue on the inter-
national level, particularly if they are currently en-
gaged in diplomatic relations and visits to Iraq.   

•	 Emphasise that domestic abuse legislation con-
cerns all, especially children. 

•	 Acknowledge the psychological aspects of do-
mestic abuse laws to tackle issues surrounding 
language. Work with experts to inform and raise 
awareness on television, social media and the in-
ternet to anticipate the issues that could arise and 
prepare society for the legislation.  

•	 Maintain the provision of education for women 
and girls in Afghanistan. Online courses are a via-
ble option based on previously existing appropri-
ate and successful tested models, such as using 
CDs and Flash drives to record lessons and circu-
late them among communities. Insights gained 
from delivering remote education around the 
world during Covid-19 can be applied in this area. 

•	 Continue delivering projects to support women 
in Afghanistan. However, as seen during the last 
period of Taliban rule, efforts must be under the 
radar to be effective. Large scale projects that at-
tract public or media attention risk provoking a 
backlash from the Taliban, in a way that smaller 
grassroots campaigns might not.   

•	 Review systems for asylum in individual states and 
create a temporary emergency visa that could be 
used in rapidly unfolding situations (such as a gov-
ernment’s collapse). This would allow people with 
a genuine fear for their lives to escape to safety, 
without having to assemble a level of documenta-
tion which may not be viable in a situation of state 
collapse.

9
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WPN Meetings 

The impact of Covid-19 on 

women – identifying key 

challenges 

03.06.2020

Covid-19 and economic 

implications on women

27.07.2020

Covid-19 and Domestic 

Abuse in the UK  

14.10.2020

Covid-19 and Domestic Abuse 

in Jordan - Fatima’s case

18.12.2020

Covid-19 and Domestic 

Abuse in Iraq Supporting 

Parliamentarians in Iraq: 

Domestic Violence Legislation 

and Upcoming Elections 

07.06.2021

Ensuring the Inclusion of 

Women in the Post-Covid 

Economic Recovery

29.07.2021

Acronyms

ACE		  Adverse Childhood Experience 
AFTD		  Tunisian Association of Democratic Women 
CGD		  Centre for Global Development
GBV		  Gender Based Violence 
GWI 		  United States Secretary’s Office for Global Women’s Issues
HPF		  Helsinki Policy Forum 
IDP		  Internally Displaced Person
ILO		  International Labour Organisation
MENA		  Middle East and North Africa
MP		  Member of Parliament
NGO		  Non-Governmental Organisation
UN		  United Nations 
UNICEF	                     United Nations Children’s Fund
WEF		  World Economic Forum
WHO		  World Health Organisation
WPN		  Women Parliamentarians Network
W20 		  Women 20 

Understanding the Situation 

in Afghanistan

06.10.2021

Women Parliamentarian 

Network Conference in Helsinki

30.11.2021

Challenges and Opportunities for 

Women in Political Decision-Making 

and Leadership, in Conversation with 

Mary Ann Sieghart

14.12.2021
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Women are acutely aware of the repercussions of the pan-
demic on the economy and workplace. The World Economic 
Forum’s (WEF) Global Gender Gap Report 2021 noted that 
‘the pandemic is likely to have a scarring effect on future 
economic opportunities for women, risking inferior reem-
ployment prospects and a persistent drop in income.’8 
Women lost their jobs at a disproportionately higher rate 
than men during the pandemic; globally, women’s employ-
ment dropped 5% between 2019 and 2020 (compared to 
3.9% for men).9 Countries in the MENA region saw women’s 
employment drop 4.1%, compared to 1.9% for men during 
this period.10 Sectors where women workers are particularly 
concentrated faced additional challenges. For example, dur-
ing nationwide lockdowns at the beginning of the pandemic, 
domestic workers were asked to leave the home and were 
left without wages or accommodation. 

Where women did maintain employment, their salaries were 
often substantially reduced. In Iraq, 27% of women surveyed 
reported working as usual during the pandemic (compared 
to 23% of men), however, women reported a greater loss of 
income.11 This left many economically vulnerable when, as 
in Lebanon, their decline in salary was not matched with a 
corresponding increase in social support from the state, nor 
did it factor in the rapid depreciation of the Lebanese Lira. 
A World Health Organisation (WHO) report shows that 70% 
of those who work in the global health system are women, 
many of whom were on the front-line during emergency 
responses to Covid-19.12 Despite being overrepresented in 
sectors impacted by the virus, for example in the health sec-
tor, when job-loss occurs, available job opportunities first go 
to men. Resetting financial approaches to ensure that na-
tional economies are inclusive of the needs of all citizens is 
essential not only for safeguarding the financial security of 
women, but for ensuring that the contributions of women 
benefit families, communities, and society as a whole.13

Childcare and social support

The increased burden of childcare disproportionally impact-
ed women during the pandemic. Globally, it was reported 
that, on average, women spent 173 additional hours on un-
paid childcare in the first 6 months of the pandemic, com-
pared to 59 additional hours for men.14 This trend was sim-
ilar for other unpaid domestic work, including teaching at 
home and caring for elderly members of the family. In the 
United States, 2.5 million women exited the labour market 
as a result of the pandemic, with many forced to choose 

between their jobs and providing adequate care for loved 
ones. In the MENA region, many countries offered no sup-
port for domestic workers, and maternity pay does not exist. 
It was noted that the formal economy cannot exist without 
labour provided by women, therefore domestic work within 
the home must be recognised and properly supported. 

According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), 
the ‘risks and vulnerabilities associated with the informal 
economy disproportionately affect women.’15 Women in in-
formal labour markets are often marginalised in discourse 
and economic recovery models. This is particularly notable 
in the Gulf-MENA region, where research suggests that 68% 
of the population are employed in informal enterprises. It 
was argued that unless specific and targeted action is en-
acted to ensure that the fundamental social and economic 
rights of women, and indeed men, are safeguarded, they will 
continue to work without any social protection in the most 
vulnerable and lowest paid jobs. 

Government support throughout the pandemic was most-
ly enacted without consideration of gender. For example, 
only 10% of economic, financial, or fiscal relief packages 
were gender sensitive, compared to 21% of labour market 
policies.16 Evidence has also shown that financial services 
were not as easily accessed by women; loan providers are 
less likely to risk capital for women and, when they do, will 
charge women higher rates for business loans. 

Wider Challenges 

In some contexts, the pandemic highlighted a so-called in-
equality of the meaning of home. For example, in Tunisia, 
small living environments meant there was little space to 
work during lockdowns, and connectivity issues often meant 
that work and accessing education was not possible. If in-
ternet access was limited, it was often men who were prior-
itised and questions were raised about ‘whose meeting was 
more important.’ This had a particular impact during the 
pandemic when most education took place online. 

Challenges were often shared across Europe and the 
Gulf-MENA region, however stark differences were also not-
ed. In Libya, for example, responding to ongoing conflict was 
prioritised over the pandemic. Simultaneously, however, 
challenges associated with the pandemic did emerge. Cor-
ruption increased and the already weak education system 
was badly affected. 

Part I: 
How Has the Pandemic 
Impacted Women?
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While the challenges relating to the pandemic are clear, 
there is still a lack of data relating to the impact of Covid 
on women, as well as displaced and refugee communities. 
Without clear data, pushing for reform and change becomes 
distinctly more challenging. 

Opportunities Emerging from the Pandemic 

Amidst clear and complex challenges, positive develop-
ments for women were also noted. Across most contexts in 
Europe and the Gulf-MENA region, governments did provide 
financial and social support which benefitted women. In Ire-
land, for example, sick leave was made a statutory right. 
Increased digitalisation during the pandemic also opened 
doors for many people, including women. Where the infra-
structure was available, digital connectivity enabled some 
women to generate additional income during the pandemic. 
In Turkey, for example, women worked collectively to create 
products that can be sold online.

Flexible working throughout the pandemic was a welcome 
development for many women, however, the challenges of 
dysconnectivity with colleagues were also difficult to navi-
gate. The recognition that effective working from home is 
possible reduced some of the burdens that many women 
face by providing greater flexibility to balance home and 
work commitments. However, there is a need to update leg-
islative protections to ensure that the newfound workplace 
flexibility is not used as an excuse to reduce workers’ rights 
and entitlements for women. 

In the post-pandemic context, it is likely that governments 
will face fiscal constraints and reduce spending. NGOs, pol-
icymakers, and parliamentarians should therefore focus on 
communicating messages that highlight the importance of 
care work and underline that unpaid work, so often carried 
out by women, is fundamental for the growth of nations. 
This will contribute to a shift in discourse even if fiscal space 
remains limited in the short-term, thereby ensuring that 
when greater spending is possible it is channelled in the 
right direction. 

Economic models that view public health, education, and 
childcare as ‘costs’ in comparison with infrastructure and 
transport as ‘investments’ need to be radically transformed. 
Instead, governments and international financial institu-
tions must take a people-centred approach that views the 
impact on life as a central priority. This will mean that when 
financial constraints exist, public health and education will 
be prioritised, rather than reduced or eliminated. 

Governments and decision makers must focus on how 
weaknesses can continue to be recognised and addressed 
in a post-pandemic context, with particular attention paid to 
the impacts on women. 
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The UN estimates that 736 million women worldwide have 
been sexually assaulted in their life, much of which is per-
petrated by a husband, former husband or an intimate 
partner.17 This challenge was compounded by the Covid-19 
pandemic, during which domestic abuse increased global-
ly. In Europe, calls to domestic violence helplines increased 
by 60% at the beginning of the pandemic, a trend that was 
reflected globally. Shelters provided by Tunisian feminist ac-
tivists from the Tunisian Association of Democratic Women 
(ATFD) received 350 women a week during the lockdown, 
marking a four-fold increase in comparison to before the 
lockdown.18 

The WPN includes women from countries that have and do 
not have domestic violence legislation and participants high-
lighted that meetings could enable them to share best prac-
tice regarding how legislation could be altered or developed. 
In Iraq, there is no specific legislation aimed at addressing 
domestic violence and participants from Iraq approached 
the Network for support, highlighting that the current con-
text could be an opportunity to begin addressing this chal-
lenge.

A series of case studies were examined by the WPN to deep-
en understanding of challenges faced, and this approach 
demonstrated notable impact. For instance, it was an-
nounced on the 21st of December 2020 that Lebanon’s Par-
liament had endorsed a new law criminalising sexual har-
assment, representing a landmark moment. Those drafting 
the law explained that they had benefited from the insights 
and experiences shared in WPN meetings. If upheld, this 
new legislation can see perpetrators spend up to four years 
in prison, with fines reaching up to 50 times the minimum 
wage. The law also offers protection to victims and witness-
es who testify against the accused. 

Government and Legislative Responses 

Legislation on domestic violence is of utmost importance for 
raising the prominence of the issue at the national level, cre-
ating mechanisms for holding citizens to account, and pro-
tecting victims. The UN estimates that 155 countries have 
laws on domestic violence, however this does not guarantee 
that legislation meets international standards or is upheld in 
practice.19 One of the main issues raised in the Network was 
the failure of domestic violence legislation to truly address 
the extent of the issue. 

Where legislation does not exist and there is resistance 
against its introduction, it is important to engage in dialogue 
to understand the reasons for opposition and to develop 
constructive means of moving forward. A lack of legislation 
makes gathering data that reveals the extent of domestic 
abuse very challenging and leads to poor cooperation be-
tween the government and local women’s rights organisa-
tions, which complicates establishing shelters and accom-
modation for survivors of domestic abuse. The Network 
found that, across regions, alternative approaches, such as 
focusing on the economic impact of domestic abuse, had 
often been necessary to gain support for domestic violence 
legislation from those who opposed it. 

Shared Insights from the UK and 

Gulf-MENA Region

The UK 

The Rt Hon Theresa May MP, former Prime Minister of the 
UK, was at the forefront of advancing a new Domestic Abuse 
Bill in the UK. In her work, she found that highlighting the 
negative economic impact of domestic abuse was a per-
suasive means of gaining support for the legislation.20 One 
of the main arguments put forward was that reducing do-
mestic violence is not only an urgent matter of justice, but 
it also represents sound economics. For example, the UK 
Home Office estimated that the cost of domestic abuse in 
2017 alone was £66 billion, with the greatest cost pertaining 
to the physical and emotional harm suffered by the victims 
themselves, at around £47 billion a year.21 Although data on 
the economic impact of domestic abuse in the Gulf-MENA 
region remains unknown, it was recognised that this argu-
ment would similarly be likely to hold relevance.   

Language has a significant impact on how domestic violence 
legislation is perceived.  Framing laws within the context of 
domestic abuse, rather than simply violence against wom-
en emphasises that everyone is threatened by violence 
and that the legislation will protect the rights of all, includ-
ing men, children, and the elderly. It also tackles the com-
plaint that such legislation disempowers men. 

Part II: 
Rising Domestic Abuse 
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Lebanon

Lebanon witnessed a widespread increase in domestic vi-
olence during the pandemic. The country was plagued by 
Covid-19 and the ramifications of a collapsing economy, 
political crisis and the explosion on 4th August 2020, were 
felt deeply.22 Cases of domestic violence were already rising 
during the months of isolation, however, it was predicted 
that cases were likely to increase with a large sector of the 
population living below the poverty line - 74% compared to 
28% in 2019.23

A domestic violence law was enacted in Lebanon in 2014, 
however it has failed to ensure that the fundamental rights 
of women are protected. The legislation itself is very nar-
rowly defined and is often not implemented, mirroring ex-
periences in other parts of the region such as Jordan. Com-
plications are furthered as there is no cohesive civil code in 
Lebanon, meaning that legal issues such as divorce, child 
custody and property rights are ‘governed by 15 separate 
sectarian courts that rule overwhelmingly in favour of men.’ 
24

In December 2020, Lebanon succeeded in broadening do-
mestic violence to include relationships outside of marriage, 
a significant step in recognising that domestic violence is 
not limited to marital relations. Lebanon was also in the pro-
cess of penalising sexual harassment, an issue that impacts 
women in the private of the home as well as in the public 
sphere, including the workplace.  New legislation in Leba-
non utilises protection order reviews similar to a bill in the 
UK that asserted the abuser is to leave the home during an 
investigative process.

Jordan  

Jordan was one of the first countries in the Gulf-MENA re-
gion to pass a law on domestic violence, enacting legislation 
in 2008. Nevertheless, multiple loopholes have been found 
and implementation has proven difficult, with few cases 
being reported. The pandemic exacerbated the urgency to 
review legislation and policymakers were actively working 
towards repealing certain articles of Jordanian law.   

It is recognised that many women who encounter violence 
within the household, whether physical, psychological, fi-
nancial, or emotional, will not escape their abuser if it would 
result in leaving their children in danger. In 2020, legislators 
in Jordan were working to pass an article that enabled wom-
en to remain in the family home once they report domestic 
violence to the police. This was yet to materialise, as there 
were many aspects to be incorporated, such as ensuring 
that the victim of abuse is able to keep her possessions, and 
guaranteeing that, if she does have to leave, she is able to 
keep her children with her. 

Jordanian policymakers stated that they needed assistance 
to liaise with civil society or to provide better services and 
assurances that, in the event that a victim of abuse is forced 
to leave her home, she will receive a separate home for her-

self and her children, free from any threat. There are safe 
houses that are managed by the Ministry for Social Develop-
ment and the Second Union of Jordanian Women. However, 
further involvement from civil society is necessary to tackle 
these issues. There was also an urgent need to pass laws 
that protect those who report incidents of domestic abuse. 
The absence of such frameworks deters people from com-
ing forward and reporting such crimes.  

Engagement between parliamentarians from cross Europe 
and the Gulf-MENA region can raise awareness of practical 
strategies to ensure that laws are implemented effectively 
to safeguard the rights of domestic violence victims. There 
is a need to identify, support, recognise and advise victims 
of abuse as early as possible to ensure they receive the help 
they need. This includes connecting victims with the relevant 
social services and other law-making authorities. It is impor-
tant to also engage men in these processes so that they also 
champion the fundamental human rights of women. 

The role of the judiciary is crucial in the application of legis-
lation. Questions have been raised regarding whether judg-
es in Jordan are able to apply laws without the interference 
of public opinion and without the influence of often deeply 
patriarchal cultural norms and structures. While many coun-
tries such as Jordan are adopting education programmes for 
judges to help them better understand and deal with sensi-
tive cases, this requires more attention.  Jordan has devel-
oped special chambers tasked with dealing exclusively with 
domestic violence cases, however there are still no women 
judges, a pressing issue that needs to be reformed as it does 
not reflect Jordanian society.  

Iraq

Due to protracted conflict in many parts of Iraq, with destitu-
tion and poverty still gripping the country, violence against 
women has not been a priority for policymaking. Although 
the Iraqi constitution explicitly prohibits ‘all forms of violence 
and abuse in the family’, only the Kurdistan Region of Iraq 
has a law on domestic violence.25 Iraq’s criminal code, which 
also applies in the Kurdistan region, criminalises physical as-
sault but does not explicitly mention domestic violence. A 
husband has a legal right to ‘punish’ his wife, while parents 
have the legal right to discipline their children ‘within limits 
prescribed by law or custom.’26 There are also exemptions 
within the penal code, such as cases that classify under the 
umbrella of ‘honourable motives.’

Despite this, there are two sets of domestic violence legisla-
tion being discussed in national politics: one presented by 
Iraqi MPs and policymakers, and another by the President’s 
office. Since 2010, legislation on domestic violence in Iraq 
has been presented to parliament twice. Each time, it has 
been rejected on the grounds that it contradicts Sharia Law 
and the role of the family within Iraqi society. While many, 
including judges, academics, MPs, religious leaders, and civil 
society, are willing to support domestic violence legislation 
verbally, they have failed to do so when voting or influenc-
ing public opinion.  Support in writing from religious leaders 
and those who are in favour the bill would be one way to 
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counter this. However, issues remain as MPs who support 
the legislation believe they will face a backlash from their 
constituents if they endorse it publicly. Often, a distorted 
picture of the legislation creates fear, and legislation on do-
mestic violence will not pass until the public perception of 
the issue changes. Alongside a push from civil society, writ-
ten support could help to change public opinion and gener-
ate greater momentum. 

Custom and tradition are extremely important within Ira-
qi society, thus a grassroots campaign may be the most ef-
fective means of creating change. While it is important to 
have the affirmation from leading figures, it was noted that 
efforts must be made on a local level to show that domestic vi-
olence is not acceptable within communities and is extreme-
ly harmful. This must happen alongside legislation so that 
the population is ready to support the bill when it comes to 
vote. Civil society can play a role in creating this change but 
should do so while mindful that there is suspicion that it 
is influenced by a so-called foreign agenda. Through mobi-
lising the community, public opinion may change, and this 
will influence political decision making. Mobilising civil so-
ciety will also keep domestic violence on the agenda in the 
future and will prevent it from becoming a bipartisan issue. 

Educating Lawmakers and the Police

Internationally, law enforcement often fails women by dis-
crediting their claims, not taking reports seriously, failing 
to implement measures that do exist, or through general 
systemic corruption. It was argued that there is a growing 
necessity to educate judges, police, and parliamentarians to 
tackle the unconscious bias that often leaves women having 
to prove that they are victims, rather than the abuser prov-
ing that they did not commit a crime. 

Scottish parliamentarians underscored the importance of 
retraining the police force to challenge preconceived ideas 
about domestic violence. Previously, crimes such as bur-
glary were considered a higher priority. However, through 
various training programmes in both the trauma associat-
ed with domestic violence as well as in Adverse Childhood 
Experience (ACE), this perception has been challenged, ena-
bling the police to respond more rapidly to incidents of do-
mestic abuse. 

Children and Education

Education is one of the most important tools policymakers 
can utilise to prevent domestic violence. Young people must 
understand the issue of domestic abuse so that they are 
aware that violence in all its forms is unacceptable. Equity 
among all people, including gender equality, should be in-
corporated within curriculums with particular reference to 
violence against girls and women.

Children are the biggest victims when they are exposed 
to abuse within their household. Studies have shown that 
young people who grow up in these adverse conditions are 
more likely to experience toxic levels of stress which could 

lead to smoking, drug abuse, obesity and other challenging 
health issues that can lead to premature death.27 Aside from 
physical ailments, they are at high risk of psychological im-
plications, including trauma and long-term mental health is-
sues. Linking back to the cost of domestic abuse, individuals 
with ACEs face additional barriers to contributing produc-
tively to their societies and economies.

Media engagement can be a tool for tackling domestic abuse. 
In Turkey, celebrities took part in a national campaign aimed 
at combating domestic violence across the country. Many 
of the celebrities who participated in the initiative were 
themselves survivors of domestic violence and were able to 
communicate to the public that the actions they faced were 
unacceptable. 

Despite progress in the drafting and codifying of legislation 
on domestic violence, implementation remains a key chal-
lenge for women parliamentarians everywhere. Many laws 
that aim to address domestic abuse have loopholes and it 
was understood that the WPN should continue to ensure 
that parliamentarians are supported as they navigate leg-
islative processes and implementation periods. Continued 
discussion on best practices, success stories, personal expe-
rience, and ways of challenging opposition within the Net-
work were encouraged. 

Obstacles to legislation

Policymakers and activists engaged in passing legislation 
encountered intense opposition. In Iraq, domestic violence 
legislation has the support of religious leaders from the 
main sects, including the religious establishment at Najaf. 
However, there are hard-line conservatives who argue that 
legislation on domestic violence will fragment the traditional 
Iraqi family and disempower men. They believe that it con-
travenes Sharia and deviates from religion, although similar 
legislation has been passed in other countries that follow 
Sharia. 

The Iraqi constitution stipulates that all laws should be with-
in the jurisprudence of Sharia and MPs working on the bill 
are certain that their legislation does not challenge Sharia, 
nor the Iraqi constitution. They further argue that Shar-
ia does not allow any form of violence and that there are 
Quranic verses as well as Islamic sayings and teachings that 
condemn violence. From this perspective, the Sharia argu-
ment against domestic abuse legislation is perceived to be 
an excuse to oppose measures that will uphold and safe-
guard the rights of women and women’s advancement in 
society, rather than to promote Sharia. There is a perception 
that many lawmakers appear to be afraid of change and see 
protective measures for women as a challenge to the sta-
tus-quo. Women legislators in Iraq emphasise that Sharia is 
peaceful and does not tolerate violence.  

The perception of legislation on domestic violence as con-
travening traditional societal values is also present in Tur-
key. Amidst rising cases of domestic violence, with over 300 
women murdered in 2020 and another 171 found dead in 
suspicious circumstances,28 Turkey’s withdrawal from the Is-
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tanbul Convention in March 2021 has raised concern among 
Parliamentarians. This comes at a time in which there has 
been a spike in cases of domestic violence due to lockdown 
with many women, girls and children trapped at home with 
their abusers, many of whom do not have access to support 
services and social safety nets. No other state has withdrawn 
from this convention, which was launched in 2011 and en-
tered into force in 201429; the withdrawal was made on the 
premise that the treaty encouraged divorce, homosexuality 
and undermines traditional values.30 

In response to the accusation that domestic violence leg-
islation will fragment families, proponents can argue that 
domestic violence itself fragments families. Domestic abuse 
can impact whole communities and has a psychological 
impact that specifically effects children and carries implica-
tions for the future prosperity of a country. As many coun-
tries in the Gulf-MENA region have passed legislation on 
domestic violence - Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia 
and Bahrain - it can be argued that countries that do not 
possess such legislation are falling behind. If such laws are 
shown to be successful in other Arab and Muslim countries, 
the argument that it goes against Sharia and religion loses 
significance.  

Child marriage

Child marriage remains a significant global challenge and 
deserves greater international attention. UNICEF estimates 
that around 25 million underage marriages were avoided 
in the past decade, however, the effects of the pandemic 
are likely to revert such progress. Prior to the pandemic, 
it was thought that 100 million girls would enter into child 
marriages over the next decade, but it is now estimated that 
a further 10 million will be forced into underage marriage 
due to increased poverty, the loss of jobs, closure of schools 
and isolation from support networks.31 If these estimates 
are correct, this will represent the greatest surge in child 
marriage rates in 25 years and will likely fuel poverty rates, 
as well as long-term health risks.32 As a result, members of 
the WPN were eager to draw greater attention to addressing 
this pressing challenge.  

Displaced Communities  

Displaced and refugee communities are at great risk of 
increased domestic and sexual violence.33 Syrian refugee 
women in Jordan have said that they are more afraid of 
domestic violence than of Covid-19.34 The consequences 
of such violence are vast. Not only do they face immediate 
trauma and injury, but they are also at further risk of de-
veloping mental health issues, isolation, unintended preg-
nancies, underage marriage, sexually transmitted diseases 
and, in some regions, of contracting HIV.35 With overcrowd-
ed camps and very little healthcare services, or in situations 
where refugees and IDPs are living outside of camps, it can 
be very difficult to seek assistance. There is also an added 
pressure of stigma and rejection from families and commu-
nities. Without adequate social safety nets, women and chil-
dren who are subject to domestic abuse remain trapped in a 
vicious cycle and are vulnerable to more abuse with no one 
to turn to and few laws to protect them.
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Women Parliamentarians focused on the challenges that 
women face in the international context and how they might 
provide support. Following the withdrawal of US forces from 
Afghanistan on 31 August 2021 and the Taliban’s assump-
tion of power, women and girls in the country have faced 
human rights violations and devastating challenges. 

The Taliban has given few indications that it has changed 
over the last twenty years. Public executions have returned, 
and journalists have been tortured for attempting to report 
on the situation. Women are being systematically excluded 
from key institutions, and restrictions on their movement 
and education are once again in place. Important gains – 
such as efforts to limit child marriage and bans on the use 
of virginity tests – are at risk of being reversed. Furthermore, 
institutions once in place to help women in Afghanistan, 
such as family response units in police stations, the human 
rights commission and laws addressing violence against 
women no longer exist. 
 
The return of the Taliban also exacerbated Afghanistan’s ex-
isting challenges. The economy is on the verge of collapse, 
with the banking system frozen and ordinary people unable 
to withdraw money. This has impacted urban families par-
ticularly hard as they have no safety net to fall back on, in 
contrast to rural families who can often meet their imme-
diate needs from the land. However, severe drought com-
bined with the mass displacement of communities due to 
the rise in violence, has led to widespread food shortages 
across the country. Poverty and food insecurity are both ris-
ing sharply. In the health sector Covid-19, continues to rav-
age the country, with medical supplies running low in many 
hospitals. In all these challenges, women have additional 
vulnerabilities which mean they are hit hardest.   

Given this context, the international community cannot 
afford to disengage from Afghanistan. The evidence is un-
ambiguous – in today’s globalised world, profound instabil-
ity within a country will not stay within its borders and will 
eventually spread to neighbouring countries and the wider 
region. The people of Afghanistan must not be punished 
for the policies of the new government and the primary 
purpose of engagement must be to alleviate the humani-
tarian situation in the country. This can be done effectively 
through established mechanisms via the United Nations or 
NGOs still on the ground in the country.  

The situation in Afghanistan raised broader questions about 
international development and support for women’s rights. 
Some argue that the current situation proved that the coun-
try’s culture was never compatible with democratisation and 
efforts to empower women. However, it is a mistake to view 
culture as fixed – for example, 60 years ago coeducation was 
the norm in Afghanistan. Cultural norms can change but for 
this to happen it is vital to work with local communities to 
develop initiatives that are appropriate for the local con-
text, rather than taking a top-down approach. For example, 
rather than viewing men or religious authorities solely as 
the problem, arguments should be developed that demon-
strate to these groups that the empowerment of women is 
also in their interests. This can require moving at a gradual 
pace, but by building a wider base of support, can ensure 
that changes and reforms are more durable. 

Part III: 
The Changing Context for 

Women in Afghanistan
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Part IV: 

Alongside key issues related to domestic abuse and eco-
nomic inclusion, the pandemic made unresolved structural 
challenges more visible. It illustrated limitations for wom-
en in leadership and illuminated that not enough attention 
has been paid to exploring how such barriers could be ad-
dressed. During meetings, participants expressed that atti-
tudes, including a feeling of ‘male entitlement’ can signifi-
cantly impact women’s lives and the way in which women 
behave. For example, the degradation, threatening and har-
assment of women in public and online undermines feelings 
of self-worth and subsequently has a wider impact on the 
role of women in public life and on opportunities to advance 
progress.  

Women parliamentarians in all societies are at acute risk 
of sexism, harassment, violence and threats to their lives. 
Such threats serve to disempower women and social media 
increases the risk of abuse of privacy and damage to repu-
tation. A study compiled by the Council of Europe amongst 
parliamentarians focused on 123 women from 45 European 
countries and found that 85.2% of participants had encoun-
tered psychological abuse during their time in office. Fur-
thermore, 46.9% had received death threats or threats of 
rape or beating.36 

In both Europe and the Gulf-MENA region there is an under-
standing that if women are to reach positions of power, they 
must emulate the behaviours of men. Women are taught to 
be more like men to be successful, however, if societies are 
to benefit from the unique skills and approach of women 
through their inclusion at the decision making table, they 
must be able to act authentically and not follow a prede-
termined mould. In fact, research shows that encouraging 
people from all backgrounds and groups to take up lead-
ership positions while utilising their own experiences and 
skills develops better policy and more successful companies 
and challenges societal norms.  

Furthermore, in a society where misogyny is engrained, 
women are taught that opportunities for success are limit-
ed and are encouraged to compete and undermine, rather 
than support, each other. This can result in women holding 
each other back. When women are taught that if they are 
to be strong and ambitious they need to go alone, oppor-
tunities for progress toward common goals through col-
laborative coalitions are undermined. By contrast, men are 
understood to have an implicit workplace support network 
that women are yet to develop. There are success stories of 
how cross-party cooperation significantly improved gender 

equality, for example in Finland; such experiences should be 
shared widely.

‘The Authority Gap’

During the final meeting of 2021, the WPN met for a dis-
cussion with Mary Ann Sieghart to discuss her book, The 
Authority Gap. The Authority Gap refers to the structures 
and unconscious biases that lead to women being taken less 
seriously than their male counterparts. During the discus-
sion, women parliamentarians shared their common expe-
riences of feeling undermined and undervalued throughout 
their work. The Authority Gap can manifest itself in many 
different ways; women are more likely to be interrupted in 
meetings, more likely to have their expertise questioned, 
more likely to be patronised and more likely to have their 
views ignored or marginalised. At events, women will of-
ten find people turning to their spouses or partners, and in 
some cases for example, assuming that they are the head of 
the delegation. Many continue to have an inbuilt assump-
tion that when a man asserts something he is correct until 
disproved, whereas a woman will find her statements more 
readily challenged. 

Opportunities for Progress

Training and skills-development programmes can help 
women to counter such influences and, crucially, build con-
fidence. Women must be encouraged to speak out and not 
be intimidated to ask questions. They must also have oppor-
tunities to develop skills to counter behaviour aimed at un-
dermining their position. Men must also speak out and sup-
port women because when women are left to argue a case 
alone the challenges grow significantly. Rather than taking 
opportunities from them, men must realise that improved 
opportunities for women will simultaneously benefit men. 
Patriarchal structures encourage practices such as arranged 
marriage, and men must be part of the solution if such prac-
tices are to be addressed.  

Education of young people is of central importance when 
considering how such challenges could be addressed in the 
long-term. Research has shown a disparity in how boys and 
girls are treated in educational settings, with examples high-
lighting how young boys are raised to be confident in their 
abilities, while the capacities of young girls are questioned. 

Addressing Structural Challenges and 
Strengthening Opportunities for Women
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This results in women feeling as though their success is due 
to hard work rather than simply believing in themselves and 
their capabilities; this has long-term impacts on confidence 
and the roles women take up in later life.   

The Role of Women in Political Decision 

Making 

Covid-19 has highlighted the enduring under-representation 
and exclusion of women from decision making. Only 26.1% 
of parliamentary seats and 22.6% of ministerial positions 
are held by women globally,37 and a lack of women’s voices 
at the heart of decision-making has direct implications on 
which issues are prioritised and where resources are allo-
cated. Since 2020, the Political Empowerment Gender Gap, 
monitored by the World Economic Forum (WEF), has wid-
ened by 2.4 percentage points and the WEF estimates that it 
will take another 145.5 years to reach gender parity in poli-
tics.38 This pattern could be repeated in the global response 
to Covid-19, with the perspective and demands of women 
marginalised in governmental responses. 

Members of the network have stressed that, even when 
women are at the table, they often find it difficult to have 
their voices heard. Women parliamentarians have also 
found that when women’s issues are raised, politicians halt 
the discussions by claiming that they have more serious 
issues and priorities, such as security and economics. This 
happened in Lebanon in October 2021, when one women 
parliamentarian proposed that there should be a quota of 
26 women MPs within parliament. The amendment was not 
debated as male parliamentarians argued that there was no 
time for such discussions.39 

Parliaments in Europe and the Gulf-MENA region also often 
fail to support women parliamentarians who have children. 
This limits the participation of women in decision making. 
Women parliamentarians reported having to hide both 
their pregnancy and birth to keep working. Others high-
lighted that structures are not in place to assist a balance 
between parenting and carrying out official duties such as 
voting which, in many parliaments, takes place in person. 
In Ireland, discussions are ongoing to formalise measures 
supporting senior women parliamentarians who have had 
to take leave from Parliament in the past.  

Women parliamentarians have often benefited from the 
introduction of quotas to ensure female representation 
in decision making. Their experience suggests that quotas 
work well in proportional representation electoral systems, 
but are less effective in first-past-the-post systems without 
action at the selection level. In a first-past-the-post system 
all-women shortlists have been deployed for selection in 
safe seats to ensure a greater representation of women 
candidates in the elected parliament. It was through this 
method that former Prime Minister Rt Hon Theresa May was 
elected as an MP in the UK.  

In Finland, although there are no quotas, four of the five 
main political party leaders are women, and the Prime Min-
ister is a woman. The Finnish electoral system is proportion-
al and totally preferential, however, the country does have 
an equality law that requires government boards and mu-
nicipal councils to have 40% representation of the less-rep-
resented sex. This has paved the way for many women to 
take up decision making positions.  

However, the current composition of Finnish party lead-
ers and gender balance in government could change if the 
current government is replaced by a conservative one in 
the future. Broader challenges for women still remain; for 
example, the time when a women is particularly electable 
in politics is short and dependent on the perceived attrac-
tiveness and youthfulness of a candidate. Once a woman 
reaches a certain age, she may be considered too old.   Fur-
thermore, in Iraq where a quota for women parliamentari-
ans is in fact in place, it is predominantly women parliamen-
tarians who raise issues affecting women, such as domestic 
violence. Ongoing challenges highlight that political rep-
resentation is not a ‘silver bullet’ for amplifying women’s 
voices and creating widespread necessary change that will 
benefit women and wider society. 
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Background to the Women 
Parliamentarian Network

In 2017, women parliamentarians involved in the Helsinki 
Policy Forum (HPF) requested a space for women parliamen-
tarians in the Gulf-MENA region and Europe to meet and ex-
plore issues of common interest. They sought a mechanism 
for inclusive dialogue for women parliamentarians of vary-
ing religious beliefs and political affiliations to come togeth-
er to share best practices and advice, build relationships, 
identify policy recommendations, and strengthen regional 
cooperation through addressing mutual challenges. Amidst 
a general lack of information sharing within the Gulf-MENA 
region and externally with Europe, a network would facili-
tate an open environment for frank exchange on potentially 
contentious issues, such as domestic violence and laws on 
inheritance. 

In response to this need, the Women Parliamentarian Net-
work (WPN) was established as an integral part of the HPF 
by the Finnish Foreign Minister in 2018 at the margins of the 
United Nations General Assembly (UNGA). At this inaugural 
meeting, participants noted it was the first time they were 
in such a meeting where the majority of participants were 
women. It was suggested that a regular forum between 
women parliamentarians from across the regions would of-
fer a unique space in which women parliamentarians could 
identify impediments to their political, economic and so-
cial inclusion and explore how barriers could be addressed 
through legislative change. 

Since then, the Network has held meetings on a range of 
topics from domestic abuse legislation, to increasing the in-
clusion of women in the post-Covid-19 economic recovery. 
In November 2021, the Network met in-person for the first 
time, providing the opportunity to discuss all issues in great-
er depth, consolidate relationships and set the upcoming 
agenda for the Network.
 
The Network is comprised of women parliamentarians – or 
an equivalent body – from across the Gulf-MENA region, Eu-
rope, and, more recently following recommendation from 
members of the Network, the United States. High-level 
women officials and experts from international institutions 
such as the World Health Organisation (WHO), Women 20 
(W20), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
United Nations (UN) and the G20 are also engaged. 

Parliamentarians represent both governing and opposition 
parties and come from religious and secular backgrounds, 
thereby ensuring that discussions are reflective of the diver-
sity of the regions involved. Participation is on an invitation 
only basis, and includes former prime ministers, former 
Under-Secretary Generals of the United Nations, women 
ministers and parliamentary committee chairs, as well as 
government officials working in relevant areas. Thus far, 
participating countries have included Egypt, Finland, France, 
Germany, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Saudi Arabia, 
Spain, Sweden, Tunisia, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States of America. 
 
At the outbreak of Covid-19, the WPN’s events moved on-
line, thereby allowing a greater participation from the re-
gions. This report details the online meetings convened by 
the network throughout 2020 and 2021 and highlights the 
main challenges and opportunities that women parliamen-
tarians have faced throughout the pandemic. The report 
also provides practical recommendations for policymakers. 

The focus of meetings held throughout the pandemic was 
driven by the impact of Covid-19, particularly on women. For 
example, one lesson learned from the Ebola crisis was that 
men were able to re-join the workforce at a faster rate than 
women after the crisis; members of the Network thereby 
suggested that the group focus on women’s participation 
in the post-Covid-19 economic recovery. In response to in-
creased domestic abuse that was heralded by the pandem-
ic, discussions focused on domestic abuse and included the 
Rt. Hon. Theresa May, former Prime Minister of the United 
Kingdom, sharing the draft legislation that was being debat-
ed in the House of Commons. These two themes emerged 
and became the focus of WPN sessions. 
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