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Introduction and acknowledgment 

 

This NGO Shadow Report responds to the 6th Periodic State Report of the Maldives submitted to the 

CEDAW Committee in April 2019.  This report is produced by Uthema, a women’s rights NGO 

registered in the Maldives in 2016, with the support of the Canadian Fund for Local Initiatives (CFLI) 

by the High Commission of Canada to Sri Lanka and the Maldives.  The support provided by the CFLI 

facilitated focused research in both urban and rural contexts in Maldives to understand the lived 

realities of women, specifically in the informal sector in areas of economic empowerment and 

independence.  To complement this report, Uthema produced a series of short videos to document 

the lived realities of women in the areas of livelihoods and income generation as well as lived 

experiences in matters of family law.1,2  Uthema acknowledges the Government of Canada and the 

High Commission of Canada to Sri Lanka and the Maldives, for the valuable funding support provided 

to undertake this work, through the CFLI.  The information, guidance and input provided by 

International Women's Rights Action Watch Asia Pacific (IWRAW-AP) on the CEDAW reporting process 

and protocols is acknowledged with appreciation. 

 

A summary of this report was submitted to the 76th Session of the CEDAW Committee to be held in 

Geneva, Switzerland from 22 June to 10 July 2020, when the Committee will respond to the 6th Periodic 

State Report of the Maldives to the CEDAW Committee.  This report provides a comprehensive 

response to the Maldives State report and is intended to provide insights from a civil society 

perspective and ground realities of the situation of women in the Maldives during the reporting cycle. 

Moreover, this report identifies key emerging issues which are having a significant negative impact on 

the fundamental human rights and freedoms of women and girls in the Maldives. This documentation 

of issues is intended to raise wider awareness and understanding among key stakeholders that are 

concerned to address the continuing violations of women’s rights in the Maldives.  

 

Layout of the report 

 

This report is laid out to provide direct responses to the 6th Periodic State Report of the Maldives 

where possible and follows the structure of the State report for the most part.  However, responses 

to Article 11, 13 and 14 are separately presented in Part III due to the specific research focus of this 

report in these areas.  Due to an omission in the State Report to note Article 11, although it appears 

that the report has responded to this area, this is also included in Part III of this report.  Emerging 

issues of concern are provided in an additional section in Part IV of this report.  Recommendations are 

provided at the end of the commentary on each article. 

 

 

________________________________________ 

 

  

 
1 Women At Work, Uthema, https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZQL_QMqfnbBXLU-R7CBSCPWre94Z_y38  
(accessed : 30 March 2020) 
2 Women’s Lived Realities, Uthema, https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZQL_QMqfnbB_IHLt9wyq81nGg1W_PSod  
(accessed : 30 March 2020) 

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT%2fCEDAW%2fICO%2fMDV%2f42099&Lang=en
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZQL_QMqfnbBXLU-R7CBSCPWre94Z_y38
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZQL_QMqfnbB_IHLt9wyq81nGg1W_PSod
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Part I 
 

i) Major Policy and Service Developments Impacting Gender Equality 

 

1) Paragraph 7 of the State Report provides an overview of the “significant advances” in the State’s 

efforts to align domestic law to CEDAW.  In this regard, the State report observes progress in the 

enactment of the following laws and amendments to regulations.  However, in terms of the 

implementation of these laws, information is scarce to non-existent. 

a) The State report asserts the historic introduction of the Gender Equality Act (Law Number 

18/2016) to the Maldives’ legal framework but to date, it is unclear how the law has been 

implemented and what benefits it has brought to improve the de facto situation of 

women.  It is imperative for the State to clarify the advances this law has made to 

positively impact women’s lives. 

b) The extent to which the Sexual Offences Act (Law Number 17/2014) has been 

implemented remains unclear due to the unavailability of data on its use, similar to most 

other similar laws. Newspaper reports inform of gross negligence by duty bearers in 

individual cases of sexual abuse of girls, in particular.3,4,5  Serious cases of girl child sexual 

abuse have come to public attention in recent months, with public outrage especially 

heightened over reports of sexual abuse of a toddler by her father, grandfather and great-

grandfather.6  The Ministry of Gender, Family and Social Services has been publishing data 

on child sexual abuse for some years, although the extent to which investigations are 

conducted and the law applied is not seen.7  Therefore, the advances of having laws in 

place do not translate to its application and realization of remedies to provide redress to 

survivors and prevent further offences. 

c) The extent to which the Sexual Harassment Prevention Act, Law Number 16/2014 (SHPA) 

has been used to prevent this behaviour is equally invisible.  In July 2019, nearly five years 

after the ratification of the law, news reports informed of the case of a man being charged 

under the law for the first time.8,9  Citizen activism to address the prevalence of street 

harassment is playing a critical role in raising awareness on zero tolerance towards such 

harmful behaviours against women.10  However, there are serious concerns about the way 

 
3 Mother, stepfather of 4 sexually abused girls charged with negligence, The Edition, 25 July 2018, 
https://edition.mv/news/6620 (accessed : 12 Jan 2020) 
4 Court broke the law by dismissing sex abuse charges against 75-year-old, Maldives Independent, 16 Aug 2018 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/court-broke-the-law-by-dismissing-sex-abuse-charges-against-75-year-old-
140245 (accessed : 12 Jan 2020) 
5 PG appeals child sexual abuse case against elderly man accused of molesting 4 sisters, The Edition, 16 Aug 2018, 
https://edition.mv/news/6875 (accessed : 12 Jan 2020) 
6 Police arrest two elderly men over sexual abuse of 2-year-old, The Edition, 17 January 2020, 
https://edition.mv/news/14487 (accessed : 24 March 2020) 
7 40 child sexual abuse cases reported in August, Maldives Independent, 29 September 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/40-child-sexual-abuse-cases-reported-in-august-148233 (accessed : 24 March 
2020) 
8 Charges raised over street harassment for first time in Maldives, Maldives Independent, 25 July 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/charges-raised-over-street-harassment-for-first-time-in-maldives-146872 
(accessed : 24 March 2020) 
9 Man charged with street harassment, Raajje.mv, 26 July 2019, https://raajje.mv/60295 (accessed : 24 March 2020) 
10 Maldivians urged to ‘call out’ street harassment, Maldives Independent, 15 April 2018, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/maldivians-urged-to-call-out-street-harassment-137472 (accessed : 24 March 
2020) 

https://edition.mv/news/6620
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/court-broke-the-law-by-dismissing-sex-abuse-charges-against-75-year-old-140245
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/court-broke-the-law-by-dismissing-sex-abuse-charges-against-75-year-old-140245
https://edition.mv/news/6875
https://edition.mv/news/14487
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/40-child-sexual-abuse-cases-reported-in-august-148233
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/charges-raised-over-street-harassment-for-first-time-in-maldives-146872
https://raajje.mv/60295
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/maldivians-urged-to-call-out-street-harassment-137472
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in which reports of sexual harassment in the workplace are being addressed by State 

institutions (see also Part II, section 1 and Part III, section 13 of this report). 

d) The revised Penal Code (Law Number 9/2014) came into effect in 2015.  However, 

available data from the Prosecutor General’s Office (PGO) on the number of cases of 

offences against women indicate the poverty of performance by the law enforcement 

sector in general (see Figure 1).  The unavailability of requested clear and coherent data 

also suggests the need to improve institutional capacity on data generation and 

management.  There is an acute need to improve public visibility and confidence in the 

implementation of the law enforcement and judicial sectors. 

 

 
e) In September 2016, the Supreme Court amended Section 85 of the First Amendment to 

the Regulation on Family Matters, stipulating a requirement to obtain approval from the 

Supreme Court with an assessment from the Ministry of Gender, Family and Social 

Services in cases of marriage of minors below age 18.  This development had the effect of 

entering into marriage with minors more difficult and information available from the 

Family Court provided below shows that girl child marriages stopped completely from 

2017, while there were no registered boy child marriages since 2013.  However, the 

passage of the Child Protection Act, Law Number 19/2019 on 29 November 2019 with the 

provision in Article 25 prohibiting the solemnization of marriages of persons under 18 

years without exception, over-rides any existing laws to the contrary.  Therefore, the legal 

framework in the Maldives now prohibits the marriage of minors, which is an important 

progressive development.  Nevertheless, the issue of “child marriage” remains a serious 

cause for concern as discussed in Part IV, section 2 of this report. 

f) The State’s assertion that the Second Amendment to the Family Act (9/2016) “now 

provides for the equal distribution of matrimonial property after divorce” does not 

provide a clear picture of what this development entails in the Maldives context.  Firstly, 

the fact that this amendment applies solely for marriages with a prenuptial agreement 

removes almost everyone from eligibility to any remedies provided in the law.  Although 

the Family Act (4/2000) has a weak provision that says the law puts “no barrier” to such 

an agreement in Article 11, prenuptial agreements are neither known about, widely 

encouraged nor a normative practice in the Maldives.11 Furthermore, the Second 

Amendment to the Family Act (9/2016) adds a new clause to the original statute, with 

 
11 Historic law paves way for equitable distribution of marital property, Maldives Independent, 1 May 2016, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/historic-law-paves-way-for-equitable-distribution-of-marital-property-
123954/comment-page-1?c=y#comment (accessed : 22 Jan 2020) 
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Article 11(b) which states that the prenuptial agreement must adhere to “the principles 

of Islamic Shari’ah”.  Secondly, the new amendment changed Article 32 of the original 

statue, which relates to the provision of maintenance by the husband to the wife and 

child(ren) upon divorce. In Article 32(a) of this amendment, the law gives authority to the 

court to equitably distribute matrimonial property if a prenuptial agreement in 

compliance with Article 11 of the amendment exists.  What this means is that any pre-

existing prenuptial agreements that are deemed to be not compliant with Article 11(b) of 

the present amendment, the law will not serve such cases.  In practice, this could have 

the effect of the new amendment being only applicable to marriages with prenuptial 

agreements which comply with the new amendment.  Therefore, the Second Amendment 

to the Family Act (9/2016) does not provide progressive remedies for the equitable 

distribution of matrimonial property.  In fact, it is expected to have the effect of 

maintaining the status quo of the initial statute, if not further strengthening existing 

discriminatory barriers, providing judicial discretion based on interpretations of Islamic 

Shari’ah which have no codified clarity. 

 

2) Paragraph 8 of the State Report informs about the achievements following the adoption of the 

Domestic Violence Prevention Act (2012) and the developments following the production of 

Domestic Violence Prevention Strategies.  Despite these developments, the situation on the 

ground on social protection service provision remain deeply problematic.  The State’s inability to 

establish functional shelters for survivors of violence and others in need of protection is a long-

standing issue. In 2015, the Human Rights Commission of Maldives (HRCM) reported that the 4 

Safe Homes established across the country are under-resourced and challenges remain to 

provide services and “attend to cases promptly”.12  In 2016, the children’s NGO Advocating Rights 

of Children (ARC) raised concerns about the condition of these Safe Homes, describing them as 

“inadequately furnished, lack basic essentials and are often understaffed.  As a result, children 

placed in these shelters do not have access to proper care, protection, education and other 

facilities.”13 An audit report produced in 2019 highlight the gaps in the system to protect children 

subjected to abuse.  According to a news report on the audit, while “regulations necessitate the 

compilation of separate care plans for children placed in state facilities after an initial needs 

assessment, the performance audit noted that these plans were not created in 49 cases out of 

the 50 samples studied.”14  In connection with a public outcry following the reported rape of a 2 

year old child by her father, grandfather and great-grandfather in Gaaf Alif Atoll Kanduhulhudhoo 

island in January 2020, it emerged that the Family and Children Service Centre (FCSC) in the 

region had been without a case worker for a year.15  As such, the extent of systemic developments 

and improvements in this area remain highly questionable.  The State also reports in paragraph 

 
12 Submission from Human Rights Commission of the Maldives for the combined Fourth and Fifth Periodic Report of the 
Republic of Maldives to the United Nations Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) Committee, January 2015, p.6 
13 ARC calls on the State to urgently improve conditions for children in shelters, Advocating Rights of Children, 15 March 
2016, http://www.arc.org.mv/arc-calls-on-the-state-to-urgently-improve-conditions-for-children-in-shelters/ (accessed : 25 
Jan 2020) 
14 Medical treatment delayed for abused children: Audit, The Edition, 20 January 2020, https://edition.mv/news/14551 
(accessed : 22 Jan 2020) 
15 ! [Translation : “An admission of failure!”], Avas.mv, 20 January 2020, https://avas.mv/76747 

(accessed : 26 Jan 2020) Note: this article refers to the failure of the MoGFSS and social protection services to protect the 
child from abuse and systemic failures that resulted in the situation. 

http://www.arc.org.mv/arc-calls-on-the-state-to-urgently-improve-conditions-for-children-in-shelters/
https://edition.mv/news/14551
https://avas.mv/76747


Page 7 of 73 
Uthema-CFLI/Comprehensive-Shadow-Report-to-6th-State-Report-CEDAW/April2020 

8 that the Health Sector Response to Gender-Based Violence guideline had been rolled out by 

the Ministry of Health in 2016.  However, available information shows that there is little if any 

evidence to suggest its impact, with recent news reports claiming the shocking prevalence of 

child sexual abuse cases in the Maldives.16  It is also not known exactly how many healthcare 

practitioners are aware of the guideline and whether they are in fact, observing the guideline in 

their professional practice.  

3) Paragraph 9 of the State Report observes the successful achievement of two important national 

surveys including the Census 2014 and the Demographic & Health Survey (DHS) 2016-2017.  

While these are indeed important activities, concerns surround both surveys including the fact 

that the Census 2014 suffered from a significant undercount of the foreign migrant population.  

The fact that the DHS 2016-2017 included two separate components to quantify the prevalence 

of female circumcision and violence against women (VAW) in the Maldives for the first time is 

progress.  However, the credibility of the data on the reduction of prevalence of VAW can be 

questioned due to inconsistency with other available data on VAW, in addition to the general 

socio-cultural norms of gender-based discrimination in the country context.  The reference to the 

legislative framework on sexual and reproductive health (SRH), referred in paragraph 9 of the 

State Report is quite unclear as there is no legislative framework in this area with issues which at 

best are fraught with cultural and policy level hesitancy to address. 

 

ii) Key Challenges to Advancing Gender Equality 

 

4) According to paragraph 11 of the State Report, “poverty has reduced from 21% in 2003 to 15% 

in 2009/2010” with advancements in the country’s GDP per capita to USD 9,088 in 2017. Notably, 

the Maldives has by far the highest GDP per capita in the South Asia region.  According to the 

World Bank, the “country’s GDP per capita reached $11,890 in 2018, compared to $200 in 

1978.”17 Information available from the Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016 (HIES 

2016) shows that 8.2% of the population are on the national poverty line of MVR 74 (USD 4.8) 

per day and 46.5% are on the high poverty line of MVR 148 (USD 9.6) per day.18  According to the 

HIES 2016, in urban Male’ "the poorest 20 percent of the total households earned only 1% of the 

total income compared to 62% of the total income earned by the richest 20 percent".19  This 

translates from a national average monthly income of the poorest 20% quintile of MVR 7,108 

(USD  461) to the same for the richest 20% quintile of MVR 48,236 (USD 3,128).20 What is evident 

is that the income gap between the rich and poor is significant in a country context where almost 

all consumables including food are imported and 63% of the population in the urban centre Male’ 

live in rented accommodation.21 The urban stress, congestion and inequality driven poverty 

combine to create social issues that negatively affect disadvantaged women and families the 

most. 

 
16 Authorities say child molestation remains rampant, The Edition, 8 June 2019, https://edition.mv/report/10906 (25 Jan 
2020) 
17 Maldives Overview, World Bank, https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/maldives/overview (accessed : 25 Jan 2020) 
18 Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016, Selected Poverty Related Indicators, National Bureau of Statistics 
[undated leaflet] 
19 Statistical Release 1 : Household Income, HIES 2016 Analytical Report : Household Income 2016, NBS/MoFT, p.33 
20  ibid 
21 Paradise overcrowded; the other side of Maldives, The Edition, 30 October 2018, https://edition.mv/report/7671 
(accessed : 25 Jan 2020) 

https://edition.mv/report/10906
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/maldives/overview
https://edition.mv/report/7671
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5) Paragraph 12 of the State Report observes the MDG+ status of Maldives.  However, on key 

indicators impacting women, such as MDG 5B on universal access to sexual and reproductive 

health and rights (SRH/R), as well as MDG 3 on gender equality and women’s empowerment 

(GEWE) similar progress has not been achieved.  As these indicators affect half the population, 

the perceived achievement of the MDGs does not convey significant improvements to the de 

facto situation of women in Maldives.22 Therefore, the observed jump in the Maldives human 

development ranking (HDR) from 2011 to 2018 is a questionable indicator to meaningfully 

measure improvements in the situation of women. 

6) Paragraph 13 of the State Report raise concern about the paradox relating to the improved HDR 

and the worsened Gender Inequality Index (GII), noting significant decrease in women’s labour 

force participation rate (LFPR). These gaps can be explained by looking at the root causes of 

discrimination against women in all aspects of life, undermining access to social and economic 

opportunities due to persistent socio-cultural norms, practices and patriarchal structures that 

limit women’s progress.23,24 LFPR is further discussed in Part III, section 13 of this report.   

7) In paragraph 15 of its report, the State observes challenges to the implementation of laws and 

regulations in place which align with articles of CEDAW.  The lack of inter-sectoral coordination, 

policy coherence, monitoring, data management, capacity constraints and high turnover among 

civil servants are all cited as barriers to progress.  The political situation in the Maldives has been 

extremely unstable over the past reporting cycle, and many of these challenges continue to 

remain barriers to good governance.25  However, the change of administration following the 

September 2018 presidential elections with a complete turnaround in the political situation 

provided opportunities for institutional development.  Therefore, the State now has an 

opportunity to initiate progressive change which remain yet to be taken. 

8) The State’s assertion in paragraph 16 of its Report that “implementation of the CEDAW must be 

contextualised by geographic insularity coupled with a dispersed population and high transaction 

costs which result in limited potential for economies of scale” is a non-sequitur. The State 

celebrates the achievements of the MDGs and other development indicators in paragraphs 11, 

12 and 14 of its Report.  The Maldives attained the status of middle income country (MIC) in 2012 

and considered itself a “development success story” in 2013.26  The question lies in the 

development priorities and the inclusion of women who constitute half the country’s population 

as active participants and beneficiaries in and of that development. The development of service 

infrastructure across the country noted in paragraph 16 does not translate to de facto service 

provision with access to adequate healthcare, social and human security as well as  justice.27 

9) Paragraph 17 of the State Report stresses the State’s recognition of the importance of promoting 

gender equality as a normative societal value consistent with CEDAW principles.  Despite the 

State’s commitment to change the status quo, the language indicates that action towards this 

objective is yet to happen, indicating the absence of progress in this area in reality. 

________________________________________ 

 
22 Universal Periodic Review of Maldives, SHE/IPPF/SRI Joint Submission, 36th Session, Apr-May 2020 
23 Women’s Participation in Public Life in Maldives, Position Paper, 7 May 2019, Uthema/EU, https://uthema.org/paper-
may-2019-eng/ (accessed : 28 Jan 2020) 
24 Qualitative Assessment : Perceptions about women's participation in public life in the Maldives, IFES/USAID, 2015 
25 “An All-Out Assault of Democracy” : Crushing dissent in the Maldives, Human Rights Watch, 16 August 2018, 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/08/16/all-out-assault-democracy/crushing-dissent-maldives (accessed : 2 Feb 2020) 
26 The Maldives: A Development Success Story, Shan A/Government of Maldives, The World Bank, 10 April 2013, 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2013/04/10/maldives-development-success-story (accessed : 2 Feb 2020) 
27 Maldivian Women's Vision Document, Shaliny J, UNDP Maldives, 2014 

https://uthema.org/paper-may-2019-eng/
https://uthema.org/paper-may-2019-eng/
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/08/16/all-out-assault-democracy/crushing-dissent-maldives
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2013/04/10/maldives-development-success-story
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Part II             
 

Commentary on the 6th Periodic State Report to CEDAW Committee on 

Progress in Implementation of the 2015 Concluding Observations to the 4th and 5th Periodic Report 

Articles 1 – 10 and 12, 15, 16         

(Issues, Responses & Recommendations) 

 

1) Articles 1 – 3 : Discrimination and obligations of State parties 

 

10) Paragraphs 18-20 of the State Report outlines the developments in relation to the Gender 

Equality Act (18/2016) and informed that 38 institutions had established complaints mechanisms 

to report on issues covered by this law. However, there is no information on the number of 

reported cases and what remedies were provided to address the concerns in practice which 

would improve the lived experiences of women in the workplace. 

11) Paragraphs 20-21 provides explanations about the challenges faced and the lack of progress by 

the State to sustainably address its obligations under the CEDAW.  It is unfortunate that the status 

of the proposed Legal Audit initiated in 2018 has not been provided by the State. On the point 

regarding the lack of progress due to Family Law constraints, it is important to note that the 

Family Law precedes the present Constitution by eight years and presents considerable 

challenges and gaps to achieve equitable and fair treatment of women that conflict with Chapter 

Two of the Constitution. Therefore, to raise the issue of Islamic interpretations limiting 

application of law is not pertinent. The issue lies with systemic and structural gaps in the 

application of laws and absence of oversight mechanisms to ensure existing laws on non-

discrimination are implemented by relevant State institutions including particularly, the judiciary. 

12) Paragraph 21 of the State Report informs about the National Gender Equality Action Plan which 

was expected to be in place in 2019. However, there is no indication of what this means in 

practice and what will be achieved through this plan.  While it is observed that the Gender 

Equality Act obligates both public and private sectors to facilitate opportunities for women to 

take leadership positions, there is no data provided to indicate progress in this area. 

13) Paragraphs 22 and 23 of the State Report refers to the State’s recognition of the need for, and 

subsequent adoption of the SHPA in 2014. Although the legal requirements to address the issue 

are identified in the report, such as the establishment of a complaints mechanism to report 

incidents, there is no data provided on the extent of the law’s application.  High profile cases of 

sexual harassment in the workplace has been reported in the media prior to and since the law 

came into force.  In 2012, the head of the Civil Service Commission, Mohamed Fahmy Hassan was 

accused of sexually harassing a female staff resulting in his dismissal from the post by the 

parliament, a decision later nullified by the Supreme Court.28  In July 2015, Hassan was appointed 

as the Maldives High Commissioner to Malaysia.29  In 2018, the Minister for Foreign Affairs Dr 

Mohamed Asim was accused of sexually harassing four junior staff at the ministry.30  One media 

report stated that “A ministry staff who shared tweets from [an anonymous] account with the 

 
28 Disgraced former CSC chair appointed as high commissioner, Minivan News Archive, 6 July 2015, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/news-in-brief/disgraced-former-csc-chair-appointed-as-high-commissioner-100572  
(accessed : 7 Feb 2020) 
29 ibid 
30 Maldives foreign minister accused of sexual harassment, Maldives Independent, 8 November 2018, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/maldives-foreign-minister-accused-of-sexual-harassment-142556 (accessed : 7 
Feb 2020) 

https://minivannewsarchive.com/news-in-brief/disgraced-former-csc-chair-appointed-as-high-commissioner-100572
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/maldives-foreign-minister-accused-of-sexual-harassment-142556
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‘MeToo’ hashtag said they “depict a series of unfortunate events that has silenced the victims for 

months and protected the perpetrator for years to come.””31 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

issued a statement on 8 November 2018 acknowledging a complaint had been lodged at the 

complaints committee of the Ministry set up under the SHPA.32 Inquiries for an update on the 

status of this case did not receive a response from the ministry. A 2018 survey conducted by 

Hope for Women NGO shows that over the 4 years since the adoption of the law, 12 government 

ministries reported only 3 cases investigated through the institutional committees formed under 

the law.33  All 3 investigated cases involved male perpetrators and in 1 case, he was given a 

written warning while the remaining 2 cases  were dismissed due to lack of evidence.34 

14) Paragraphs 22-23 of the State report on sexual harassment against women in public spaces 

including the workplace, and the adoption of the SHPA is addressed in the section covering Article 

11 in Part III, section 13 of this report. 

15) In paragraph 24 of the State report, it is noted that the State is cognizant of the fact that disparate 

interpretations of Shari’ah by society, and particularly by the Judiciary on the application of 

Family Law may hinder or harm girls and women’s realization of their “full development”.  This 

is indeed a welcome recognition, indicating the State is aware of the need to address these 

fundamental concerns resulting from existing patriarchal structures.  Inquiries for this report 

from the Attorney General’s Office (AGO) finds that the intention of the authority is to conduct 

a legal review of the entire legal framework and not a specific ‘systematic gender review’ as 

recommended by the CEDAW Committee.35  The AGO informs of its long term plan to review 

legislation to bring changes in compliance with Constitutional and international normative 

frameworks. It is currently in the process of reviewing the Family Law, which is expected to 

involve the engagement of multiple stakeholders.36 The progress on this remains to be seen.  

16) Paragraph 25 of the State report provides insights into the dysfunctional nature of the National 

Women’s Machinery (NWM) and the continuing inefficacies of the State to strengthen 

governance structures to advance the de-facto situation of women in Maldives.  The NWM has 

continued to suffer significant shocks due to political instability in the country context, dating 

back to the downsizing of the Ministry of Gender to a department in 2009.37  The Gender Focal 

Points initiative remains a “superficial exercise”.38  The Women’s Development Committees 

(WDCs) have not survived the decentralisation experiment, following the political changes of 

2008 and its consequences at community level.39  This history was also reported in Hope for 

Women’s 2012 NGO Shadow Report to the CEDAW Committee.40 The continuing reconfiguration 

of the Ministry of Gender with its changing leadership is indicative of the perennial insecurity and 

 
31 ibid 
32 Statement on sexual harassment allegations against a senior official of the Ministry, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 8 
November 2018, https://foreign.gov.mv/index.php/en/mediacentre/news/4676-statement-on-sexual-harassment-
allegations-against-a-senior-official-of-the-ministry (accessed : 7 Feb 2020) 
33 Survey to assess the implementation of Law No. 16/2004 (Sexual Harassment and Abuse Prevention Act), Hope for 
Women NGO, 2018 [Dhivehi] 
34 ibid 
35 Communication with an official at the International Affairs Department, AGO, 04 March 2020 
36 ibid 
37 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer : paragraphs 4, 7, 14, 104, 107, 108, 109, Appendix 2) 
38 Ibid (refer : paragraph 78) 
39 Qualitative Assessment : perceptions about women’s participation in public life in the Maldives, IFES, 2015:18-19 
40 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer : 163-166) 

https://foreign.gov.mv/index.php/en/mediacentre/news/4676-statement-on-sexual-harassment-allegations-against-a-senior-official-of-the-ministry
https://foreign.gov.mv/index.php/en/mediacentre/news/4676-statement-on-sexual-harassment-allegations-against-a-senior-official-of-the-ministry
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instability of the NWM.41,42,43  Reference to the ineffectiveness of a critical organ of the NWM, 

the FCSC, is made in paragraph 02 of this report.  The intention of the government to “enable a 

true system of decentralisation” as per the State’s report can presently be interpreted as a 

continuation of the decentralisation experiment which to date has not yielded solutions to 

improve the status of women. 

17) Paragraphs 26-27 of the State report informs about future intentions of the government and 

contains a narrative that raises more questions than provide answers.  For instance, what 

improvements have been made to ensure stability of staff contracts in the NWM, to ensure 

effective implementation of any laws, including the Gender Equality Law?  What level of capacity 

building has been conducted when, for how many staff in which departments and/or institutions, 

to ensure delivery of services that will improve the lived realities of women? Available budget 

allocation information shows that the Ministry of Gender, Family and Social Services (MoGFSS), 

with a much expanded mandate in its most recent incarnation, has not had a budgetary boost 

that reflect these changes, although the Family Protection Authority (FPA) has seen a notable 

increase of its budget (see Figures 2 and 3 below). Overall, the situation on the ground continues 

to be the absence of critical social protection services including adequately trained staff and 

functional infrastructure to provide essential services, as per existing laws. (see also paragraph 

02 of this report) The consequences of this is evidenced in the increased numbers of vulnerable 

children and women that are unserved by the existing system and services. Paragraph 27 of the 

State report notably refers to training provided by various government institutions that inform 

about the “complementarity of the principles of gender equality and Islam”.  This statement begs 

the question why these principles are not applied widely across all sectors to achieve gender 

equality within national laws and to achieve CEDAW objectives, particularly to withdrawing the 

country’s blanket reservation on Article 16 of CEDAW.  

 

 

 
41 Gender Minister Shidhatha to resign, The Edition, 6 February 2020, https://edition.mv/news/14852 (accessed : 24 Feb 
2020)  
42 Shidhatha bows down to pressure, announces resignation, Sun.mv, 06 February 2020 
https://en.sun.mv/58107 (accessed : 24 Feb 2020) 
43 President accepts the resignation of Shidhatha Shareef, President's Office, 06 February 2020, 
https://presidency.gov.mv/Press/Article/23065 (accessed : 24 Feb 2020) 
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Recommendations :  

a) Implement the national framework on gender equality and women’s rights, specifically the 

GEA, SHPA and Family Law. 

b) Review and amend the Family Law to address harmful interpretations of Shari’ah undermining 

full realisation of the rights of women and girls, taking guidance from best practices in 

progressive Muslim societies. 

c) Strengthen the NWM in law and practice. 

d) Improve resource allocation and development to strengthen governance and institutional 

capacity of the NWM. 

 

2)  Article 4 : Temporary special measures to accelerate substantive equality of women and men 

 

18) Paragraph 28 of the State report refers to the efforts of the MoGFSS (the NWM) “since 2008 … 

to establish TSMs [temporary special measures] among political parties” with no substantive 

information on what these efforts constituted, which nevertheless were reported to be 

unsuccessful. Available literature shows that women’s participation in the administration of 

elections and voting are high, although the opportunity to attain leadership positions in political 

parties is negligible in the prevailing socio-cultural and political context.  According to the 

Commonwealth Observer Group’s report on the 2013 Presidential Elections in Maldives, 

“[d]espite the overwhelming representation and participation of women at the grassroots level  

of political parties, there were reportedly only a small number of women in paid senior 

management in political parties or in key party leadership positions. ... Currently, there does not 

seem to be any formal incentive or requirement for political parties to promote women's 

participation as candidates."44   

19) While the State report indicates otherwise, there is ample documented evidence on the issue of 

women’s participation in public life.  Available literature shows that women’s political party 

membership reaches upwards of 40% in most parties, although women are not represented in 

the party hierarchy and leadership.45 The 2015 IFES study was conducted “to examine the root 

causes of negative perceptions towards women in decision making roles in the Maldives.”46  The 

study found a whole host of issues including the perception that the "primary role of women is 

 
44 Maldives Presidential Election 7 September 2013 and Re-run of Maldives Presidential Election 9 November 2013 and 
Maldives Presidential Run-off Election 16 November 2013, Reports of the Commonwealth Observer Group, The 
Commonwealth, pg.11 
45 Qualitative Assessment : Perceptions about women's participation in public life in the Maldives, IFES/USAID, 2015:14 
46 ibid 
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as parent and mother with the responsibility to care for children, the household and family" while 

everything else is considered secondary.47  Additionally, women take the "dual role of head of 

household and breadwinner, leaving little space or time for engagement with community 

activities."48  Nevertheless, the study also found that "while "society" positions women in a 

defined gender role, women themselves are clearly not content with this compartmentalisation 

and perceived "norm" to relegate women to the domestic sphere."49  The overwhelming 

participation of women in political protests and other citizen mobilisation activities demanding 

political rights and democratic freedoms over the last decade in Maldives is a clear indication of 

women’s capacity and interest to engage in political activism.  Moreover, women’s role is critical 

to political parties at every election as they constitute the grassroots base for door-to-door 

canvassing.  Nevertheless, the reluctance to include women in political decision-making lies with 

the attitudes of political party hierarchies dominated by men.  The 2015 IFES study and a previous 

assessment in 2014 provides robust recommendations to improve the status quo.50   A position 

paper on women in public life produced by Uthema in 2018 observed that “[w]hile some parties 

have reserved seats for women which can be interpreted as tokenistic to include preferred 

candidates, others do not recognise a need for it despite the existence of significant gender 

disparities.”51  To address the current gaps in this area, Uthema recommended the government 

to amend the Political Parties Act 4/2013 to improve internal governance and democratic 

representation of party members by gender in decision-making and leadership positions.52 

 

Recommendations : 

a) Amend the Political Parties Act 4/2013 to include provision(s) to improve the internal 

governance of political parties and facilitate fair and democratic representation of party 

members by gender in decision-making and leadership positions. 

b) Political parties are recommended to adopt temporary special measures in the internal 

constitution and governance structures of political parties to ensure fair and equal 

representation of men and women members in the national councils of political parties. 

c) Political parties must support women candidates equally as men, and facilitate and/or provide 

funding support to women candidates to run for elections at all levels. 

d) Local authorities are recommended to “facilitate opportunities for women in island 

communities to connect, engage, network and discuss community issues in various fora on the 

island, to create an enabling environment for collective mobilisation on common community 

and socio-political issues.” 53 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
47 Ibid:39 
48 ibid 
49 ibid 
50 Women’s empowerment in political processes in the Maldives, Ritchie M et al, IFES/USAID, 2015:48 
51 Position Paper, Women’s Participation in Public Life in the Maldives, Uthema 2018, https://uthema.org/paper-may-
2019-eng/ (accessed : 24 February 2020) 
52 ibid 
53 Qualitative Assessment : Perceptions about women's participation in public life in the Maldives, IFES/USAID, 2015:44 

https://uthema.org/paper-may-2019-eng/
https://uthema.org/paper-may-2019-eng/
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3)  Article 5 : Modifying social and cultural patterns 

 

20) Paragraphs 32-38 of the State report on the topic of perceptions and attitudes towards gender 

equality among the Maldivian population covers a multitude of aspects.  However, the reference 

made in paragraph 33 on research findings of the Rights Side of Life survey about the perception 

of conflict between human rights and religion require correction, as follows : 

“Half of respondents considered that human rights were not in conflict with religion, another 

third considered that there was a conflict. Women were more likely than men to think there 

was a conflict and rural dwellers more likely than urban dwellers”.54  Nevertheless, Maldives 

has been affected by the global phenomenon of radicalisation and conservative ideologies 

driving increasingly socially destabilizing narratives of discrimination and violence against 

women, based on ultra-conservative interpretations of Shari’ah.  In 2010, the Ministry of 

Islamic Affairs invited Islamic preacher Dr Zakir Naik and his family to deliver public sermons, 

when Mrs Naik along with her children were separately facilitated to conduct events to groups 

of women only, at the Islamic Centre in Male’.55,56   

21) Public concern by women’s groups has been documented in 2012, about the invitations and visits 

by Islamic preacher Dr Bilal Philips to the Maldives, due to his endorsement of child-marriage.57  

The democratic transition in the Maldives has been described as a moment of “Islamic nahda” 

by commentators, where “the country has seen an unprecedented effort to re-Islamise the 

society.”58  The outcomes of these developments are documented in reports such as the 

Preliminary Assessment of Radicalisation in the Maldives, as well as numerous media reports 

over recent years which have led to the country’s inclusion in platforms such as the South Asian 

Terrorism Portal, since 2018.59,60  In 2014, the latter reports the public event where “a protest 

conducted by about 200 people, including women and children, some carrying Islamic State flags, 

calling for the full implementation of Sharia law and an end to secular rule in the Maldives”.61  

While the country does not have secular governance, such narratives of misinformation have 

significant relevance in a society that is unfamiliar with such terminology.  The impact of these 

developments on the fundamental rights and freedoms of women are significant, with the 

ultimate escalation of narratives of violence culminating in the sentencing of women to death by 

stoning in 2015 and 2019, for alleged adultery, an issue further discussed in Part IV of this report. 

22) In paragraph 34 of the State report, the reference to “backlash among religious leaders in recent 

years” does not reflect critical information and developments pertinent to this issue.  The State 

report makes no reference to the more recent findings of the study produced and published in 

2015 by the NGO Maldivian Democracy Network (MDN) on the extent of radicalisation narratives 

 
54 Six Years On : The Rights Side of Life, Hosking P, Human Rights Commission of Maldives/UNDP, 2012:2  
55 Islamic Ministry says Zakir Naik will be the “biggest event ever held in the Maldives”, Minivan News - Archive, 15 April 
2010, https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/islamic-ministry-says-zakir-naik-will-be-the-biggest-event-ever-held-in-the-
maldives-5959 (accessed : 4 Mar 2020) 
56 Comment: An Evening with Mrs Naik, Minivan News - Archive, 29 May 2010, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/comment-an-evening-with-mrs-naik-7590 (accessed : 4 Mar 2020) 
57 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer : paragraph 329) 
58 Comment: Democratic openings and Islamic nahda, Minivan News - Archive, 4 May 2011, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/comment-democratic-openings-and-islamic-nahda-19691 (accessed : 04 Mar 
2020) 
59 Preliminary Assessment of Radicalisation in the Maldives, Maldivian Democracy Network (MDN), 2015:26 (currently 
withdrawn from the public domain for review by MDN) 
60 South Asian Terrorism Portal, https://www.satp.org/terrorism-assessment/maldives-2018 (accessed : 04 Mar 2020) 
61 ibid 

https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/islamic-ministry-says-zakir-naik-will-be-the-biggest-event-ever-held-in-the-maldives-5959
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/islamic-ministry-says-zakir-naik-will-be-the-biggest-event-ever-held-in-the-maldives-5959
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/comment-an-evening-with-mrs-naik-7590
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/comment-democratic-openings-and-islamic-nahda-19691
https://www.satp.org/terrorism-assessment/maldives-2018
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in the country, affecting public attitudes towards human rights and gender equality.62  The MDN 

report analysed the mandatory Islam subject curriculum for public schools across multiple age 

groups and found deeply problematic content supporting gender-based discrimination and 

intolerance of difference wholly unsuitable for inclusion in a textbook designed for children. The 

study found content that undermined gender equality on religious grounds, which are contrary 

to historically normative liberal understandings of Islam in the Maldives, as well as contemporary 

scholarly understandings of gender equality in Islam.63  The MDN report observed some of the 

content of the Islam school curriculum for students in Grade 9 as follows : "Chapter Six, Islamic 

Culture, covers “human rights in the eyes of Islam,” and “Islam and family.” “The position of the 

wife and the husband has been muddled. Under the pretence of fighting for women's rights, the 

status of the women has been lowered” (p. 127)."64,65   

23) The claim in paragraph 35 of the State report that a revision of the school curriculum rolled out 

in 2014 provided the country an “incredible opportunity to systematically tackle gender 

stereotypes” does not appear to be based on any evidence.  It would be pertinent for the State 

to provide an elaboration of what changes had been actually made and what alternative content 

had been included in the curriculum to stop the stereotyping of girls and women. In addition, it 

is necessary to obtain the evidence on what kind of training teachers had received, and how 

many teachers had received such training, to overcome the detrimental impacts of such negative 

institutional socialization.  This is particularly important considering the continuing reportage 

through news sources about the pressures on Maldivian women to conform to ideas of religious 

attire deemed Islamic, with significant impacts on the de facto situation, basic freedoms and 

wellbeing of women.66,67 

 

Recommendations : 

a) Acknowledge and address the issue of radicalisation identified in the MDN report. 

b) State institutions must cease the endorsement of harmful practices against women/girls by 

stopping the facilitation and dissemination of radical narratives by clerics. 

c) Revise the school curriculum to remove narratives endorsing gender inequality and harmful 

ideologies/stereotypes towards women/girls and replace them with egalitarian concepts, 

values in Islam. 

 

 

 

 

 
62 Islam text books in Maldives breed hatred and fundamentalism, says NGO, Maldives Independent, 18 May 2015, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/islam-text-books-in-maldives-breed-hatred-and-fundamentalism-says-ngo-98302 
(accessed : 27 Feb 2020) 
63 An Egalitarian Reading of the Concepts of Khilafah, Wilayah and Qiwamah by Asma Lamrabet, in Men in Charge? : 
Rethinking Authority in Muslim Legal Tradition, Edited by Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Mulki Al-Sharmani, Jana Rumminger, 2015, 
Oneworld Publications, Kindle Edition 
64 Preliminary Assessment of Radicalisation in the Maldives, Maldivian Democracy Network (MDN), 2015:26 (currently 

withdrawn from the public domain for review by MDN) 
65 Islam text books in Maldives breed hatred and fundamentalism, says NGO, Maldives Independent, 18 May 2015, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/islam-text-books-in-maldives-breed-hatred-and-fundamentalism-says-ngo-98302  
(accessed : 27 Feb 2020) 
66 Hijab and the Maldives: stigma, shaming and the struggle to take it off, Maldives Independent, 17 January 2018, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/feature-comment/hijab-and-the-maldives-stigma-shaming-and-the-struggle-to-take-it-
off-135211 (accessed : 27 Feb 2020) 
67 Women’s Rights and the Shifting Tides of Islam in the Maldives, J Higgs and A B Hadda, Morocco World News, 17 August 
2017, https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2017/08/226318/womens-rights-islam-maldives/ (accessed : 27 Feb 2020) 

https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/islam-text-books-in-maldives-breed-hatred-and-fundamentalism-says-ngo-98302
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/islam-text-books-in-maldives-breed-hatred-and-fundamentalism-says-ngo-98302
https://maldivesindependent.com/feature-comment/hijab-and-the-maldives-stigma-shaming-and-the-struggle-to-take-it-off-135211
https://maldivesindependent.com/feature-comment/hijab-and-the-maldives-stigma-shaming-and-the-struggle-to-take-it-off-135211
https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2017/08/226318/womens-rights-islam-maldives/
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4)  Article 6 : Violence against women       

 

24) Paragraph 39 of the State report provides data from the Maldives Demographic and Health 

Survey 2016-2017 (MDHS 2016-2017) on the prevalence of violence against women and intimate 

partner violence. There are concerns about the accuracy of this data, which cannot be compared 

to the available baseline data from 2007 which showed that 1 in 3 women in Maldives, between 

the ages 15-49, had experienced physical and/or sexual violence at some point in their lives, and 

1 in 5 had experienced intimate partner violence.68  The MDHS and the 2007 study used different 

methodologies, and the latter remains a more credible source of information, considering the 

known limitations of the MDHS in this area.  The Family Protection Authority (FPA) is currently 

undertaking new research in this area, which is expected to produce more reliable data on these 

indicators. 

25) Paragraph 40 of the State report conveys the evident inadequacy of the definition of marital rape 

in the Sexual Offences Act 2014 and the fact that the concept is ill-recognised both institutionally 

and socially in the Maldives.  Therefore, the prevailing legal framework does not address the 

issue of marital rape in a coherent and meaningful way to achieve prevention or legal remedies 

for survivors of such sexual violence.69  The State report also refers to the existence of a Fiqh 

Committee which had published a legally non-binding opinion on marital rape, which this 

research has not been able to obtain. The content and relevance of this opinion is not clear.  

Available reports inform that a senior member of the Fiqh Committee publicly rejects the concept 

of marital rape, has condemned efforts to criminalise it, and endorses harmful practices against 

women, including “female circumcision” or female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C).70,71  A 

serious concern is that State institutions such as the Ministry of Islamic Affairs works closely with 

such clerics and facilitate the dissemination of such harmful views.  Such individuals are also 

employed in educational institutions such as the Maldives National University exposing students 

to harmful views and practices against women that are entirely contrary to national and 

international human rights norms, laws and Islamic principles.72 

26) Although paragraph 41 of the State report informs of the establishment of the Witness and Victim 

Support Units at the Prosecutor General’s Office (PGO), there is no data to validate the claims of 

the ‘significant improvements’ this has made in the provision of actual services to survivors.  The 

State could provide relevant data on the number of survivors who had received services from 

these units, including the number of survivors who received psycho-social support and 

counselling.  

27) Paragraphs 44-47 of the State report relates to the existence of the Domestic Violence Prevention 

Act 2012 (DVPA 2012), which still remains to be effectively implemented.  The establishment of 

the FPA and its effective functionality has been hindered by a host of issues including the 

challenges in setting up the new authority and ensuring its structural fitness to operate as an 

oversight institution. Available reports inform of the slow progress due to decision-making on 

institution building as well as completing the requisite regulations under the law by various 

 
68 Maldives Study on Women’s Health and Life Experiences, Ministry of Gender and Family, 2007  
69 Musawah Thematic Report on Muslim Family Law : Maldives, 60th CEDAW Session, Musawah, February 2015 
70 Fiqh Academy VP condemns Sexual Offenses Bill for conditional criminalisation of marital rape, Minivan News - Archive, 
05 January 2014, https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/fiqh-academy-vp-condemns-sexual-offenses-bill-for-
conditional-criminalisation-of-marital-rape-74565 (accessed : 6 March 2020) 
71 URGENT: Maldives: Sex without Consent is always Rape, WLUML.org, 6 February 2014, 
http://www.wluml.org/action/urgent-maldives-sex-without-consent-always-rape (accessed : 6 March 2020) 
72 Musawah Thematic Report on Muslim Family Law : Maldives, 60th CEDAW Session, Musawah, February 2015 

https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/fiqh-academy-vp-condemns-sexual-offenses-bill-for-conditional-criminalisation-of-marital-rape-74565
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/fiqh-academy-vp-condemns-sexual-offenses-bill-for-conditional-criminalisation-of-marital-rape-74565
http://www.wluml.org/action/urgent-maldives-sex-without-consent-always-rape
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stakeholders.73 However, much progress has been made since 2012 with regulations under the 

law being produced by all stakeholders except for the Family Court.  Nevertheless, with reference 

to social protection service infrastructure in paragraphs 46 and 47, in particular the presence of 

FCSCs and shelters for survivors of domestic violence, there are no fit-for-purpose and functional 

shelters as discussed elsewhere in this report. Furthermore, the issue of the acute shortage of 

trained service personnel makes FCSCs seriously inadequate to provide meaningful protection 

services for the most vulnerable. 

28) In terms of developments in case reporting under the DVPA 2012, the available data (Figure 4) 

shows improvements in reporting although the inconsistencies in the data indicates continuing 

structural issues and limitations of systemic functionality.  The data indicates the critical need to 

strengthen inter-sectoral coordination and cooperation required in the DVPA 2012, to ensure 

prevention and protection from domestic violence as required by the law.  It shows the 

continuing gender disparity in the number of cases reported and the unusual trend where 

reporting by women dip while the same by men increases.  The DVPA is notably gender-neutral. 

 

 
29) The reality and extent of domestic violence and abuse is reflected in public concerns and reports 

of violence occurring within Maldivian society which are reported in the media.74,75  A particular 

case in point during the reporting period is that of Ziyadha Naeem, who was brutally sexually 

attacked by her estranged husband in December 2015 and subsequently died from her injuries.76  

It is extremely unusual in Maldives for an island community to organise in protest in connection 

with such cases, and as a high profile public interest case, it commanded a high level of interest 

and investigation from the authorities.77  However, the handling of the case by the Criminal Court, 

is indicative of the failure of the judiciary to implement relevant laws and apply the remedies 

available to ensure due process and redress for abused women.  Four years after the assault, the 

 
73 Domestic Violence Prevention Act 3/2012 : Two Years On, GAWG/Hope for Women, November 2014 
74 Violence in the Maldivian Family : why does it continue to breed despite the Domestic Violence Prevention Act? 
Abdulghafoor H, 23 April 2016, Dhivehi Sitee, https://www.dhivehisitee.com/people/violence-in-the-maldivian-family-why-
does-it-continue-to-breed-despite-the-domestic-violence-prevention-act/ (accessed : 9 March 2020) 
75 The Violent Lives of Maldivian Women, Maldives Independent, 29 December 2015, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/feature-comment/the-violent-lives-of-maldivian-women-121044  
(accessed : 9 March 2020) 
76 Hundreds protest over horrific rape case in Thinadhoo, Maldives Independent, 20 December 2015, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/hundreds-take-to-streets-over-horrific-thinadhoo-rape-case-120795   
(accessed : 9 March 2020) 
77 Marital rape victim’s body sent to India for autopsy, Maldives Independent, 3 January 2016, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/marital-rape-victims-body-sent-to-india-for-autopsy-121059 (accessed : 9 
March 2020) 
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court acquitted Ziyadha Naeem’s husband Ibrahim Shah of the charges at a closed-door trial in 

2019.78  The PGO unusually issued a statement announcing its decision to appeal the case, and 

media reported that “the PG office accused Judge Ibrahim Ali of failing to give “sufficient weight” 

to witness testimony and evidence submitted by the prosecution.”79  Inquiries for this report 

found that the appeal case is currently ongoing. 

30) Paragraph 48 of the State report refers to the online guideline which “functions as the Health 

Sector’s protocol of medical screening”, which is a point of concern due to the inability of relevant 

authorities to implement the guideline.  The Health Sector Response to Gender Based Violence 

Guideline (2014) and the subsequent online course (2015) to train healthcare practitioners on 

the guideline were developed with the assistance of UNFPA.80  However, there is no available 

data on the number of health practitioners who have completed the course, designed to educate 

them on legal responsibilities and duty of care as practitioners.81 Anecdotal evidence suggests 

that most health practitioners are unaware of the existence of the guideline.82,83 

31) In paragraph 49 of the State report, reference is made to a 5-day DVPA training rolled out to 

stakeholders.  However, no information is provided about the number of relevant stakeholders 

reached or the effectiveness of such training and the duration of this training initiative.  A one-

off training activity will not enable the changes required by law.  Considering the turnover of staff 

in some sectors such as the health sector in particular, the progress achieved from such trainings 

are not sustained. 

32) As acknowledged in paragraph 51 of the State report, the FPA has been under-funded over much 

of its life since the law came into force, although the situation has improved somewhat in the 

past year.  In 2013, the FPA applied for a budget of MVR 9.9 million from the Ministry of Finance 

and Treasury for 2014, although “the approved budget for 2014 was 2.3 million rufiyaa.”84 

Available budget allocation information from the FPA provided in Figures 5 and 6 below shows a 

significant improvement in the budget allocation to the authority in 2019.  However, the data 

also shows that the programming budget which ensures the authority’s ability to implement its 

mandate in practice, has been arbitrary and inconsistent, with the 2019 programming budget at 

the same level as in 2015.  However, one of the most challenging resource issues faced by the 

FPA is the unavailability of funds to build human capacity and professional development, as well 

as consistency in programming. Much of FPA’s programming budget (as indicated in paragraph 

50 of the State report) is obtained through donor funds and external sources, which is not a 

sustainable form of funding to establish the institution required by law to address domestic 

violence against women in the Maldives. 

 
78 Husband acquitted over death of rape victim, Maldives Independent, 22 March 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/husband-acquitted-over-death-of-rape-victim-144494 (accessed : 22 Jan 2020) 
79 Court accused of discounting evidence of death caused by marital rape, Maldives Independent, 25 March 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/court-accused-of-discounting-evidence-of-death-caused-by-marital-rape-
144562 (accessed : 9 March 2020) 
80 Study on the Access to Health Services by Domestic Violence Victims in Maldives, Ormonbekova L, Hope for Women 
NGO, 22 June 2017 
81 Ibid:7 
82 Author observations from responses by health practitioners on their awareness of the guideline at the Maldives Public 
Health Forum (Nov 2019) 
83 Maldives to hold conference on public health, The Edition, 28 October 2019, https://edition.mv/news/13199 (accessed : 
11 March 2020) 
84 Domestic Violence Prevention Act 3/2012 : Two Years On, GAWG/Hope for Women, November 2014:12 ; (also see FPA 
data table on funds) 

https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/husband-acquitted-over-death-of-rape-victim-144494
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/court-accused-of-discounting-evidence-of-death-caused-by-marital-rape-144562
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/court-accused-of-discounting-evidence-of-death-caused-by-marital-rape-144562


Page 19 of 73 
Uthema-CFLI/Comprehensive-Shadow-Report-to-6th-State-Report-CEDAW/April2020 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

33) In paragraph 52, the State report acknowledges that access to justice for survivors of domestic 

violence is progressing “too slowly”.  One of the most important prevention mechanisms in the 

DVPA 2012 is the Protection Order (PO).  Data obtained from the Family Court provided in Figure 

7 below gives a snapshot of the use of this tool in practice and the extent to which it has afforded 

this essential protection facility to applicants.  Overall, the data shows that the number of women 

applicants for POs far outweigh men.  However, there is a significant disparity between the 

number of POs applied by and issued to women. 
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Figure 7 : Number of PO applications and POs issued by the Family Court, by sex and year.  

Data source : Family Court, February 2020 

 

  

 
 

 

34) Further analysis of this data as presented below in Figure 8, shows that in percentage terms, the 

likelihood of a PO being issued is somewhat higher for men than women.  Notably, PO 

submissions by men are significantly lower than by women.  A possible explanation for the 

significant disparity in POs issued to men and women could be that applications by women 

survivors of violence are often withdrawn at some stage of the process.   Available literature 

informs that “most victims of domestic violence do not want to press criminal charges or pursue 

cases in court for various reasons", with stakeholders reporting that "nearly 70% of complaints 

are withdrawn.”85 It is also known that a significant proportion of POs encounter delays in 

processing where in the “majority of cases consisting 33%, the PO was issued within 8 to 30 days 

of submission to court.  In another 25% of cases, this duration took between 1 to 2 months while 

in 17% of cases, it took over 2 months for the relevant court to issue a PO.”86  Data shows that 

only 25% of POs are processed within one week.87 

 

 

 

 

 

 
85 Report on the National Conference on the DVPA 3/2012 - 2014, GAWG/Hope for Women, Final Draft, August 2015 
(unpublished) 
86 How can the DVPA 2012 strengthen its mandate to protect, using the PO as an effective tool to prevent DV?, 
Abdulghafoor H, Research paper presented at the National Domestic Violence Conference, 28-29 January 2018 (awaiting 
publication by FPA) 
87 ibid 
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Figure 8 : Percentage of POs issued by sex and year.  

Data source : Family Court, February 2020 

 
35) Paragraph 53 of the State report reflects on the capacity limitations in the law enforcement 

sector. The latest available data inform that 604 of 4108 police officers are women, at 15% 

women’s representation in the Maldives Police Service (MPS), which is an improvement from the 

last reporting cycle.88  Nevertheless, the absence of women police officers across the country, 

particularly outside Male’  remains a concerning issue in relation to improved access to services 

for women, especially for survivors of domestic violence.  The defence of the inefficacy of court 

magistrates provided in the same paragraph of the State report has no basis. This is due to the 

fact that a legal commentary on the DVPA 2012 was produced by the FPA in 2014 and 

disseminated for the specific purpose of facilitating mandate holders to effectively implement 

the law.89  A more accurate assessment is that “existing limitations are compounded by 

coordination issues within the current service system” including “challenges faced in the existing 

environment, specifically the perception among some magistrates that the DVPA is a “bad law” 

in which they did not believe, leading to difficulties in obtaining Protection Orders.”90  

36) Paragraphs 55-58 of the State Report dwells on the issue of human trafficking and prostitution.  

Available information suggests an absolute dearth of data in both areas, and reference to the 

specific vulnerability of trafficked women as victims of violence and exploitation are inadequate 

in the report.  Human trafficking in the Maldives has been estimated to be the second largest 

industry following tourism, at an estimated US$123 million per annum, according to figures 

attributed to the authorities in 2011.91  According to news reports, “in 2012 a total of 29 foreign 

women were deported after they were imprisoned for prostitution without investigating 

whether they were sex trafficking victims.”92  In 2013, Maldives was faced with the situation and 

consequences of being moved to tier three of the US State Department’s human trafficking watch 

 
88 International Women’s Day gender statistics leaflet, National Bureau of Statistics, Maldives, 8 March 2020 
89 Domestic Violence Prevention Act 3/2012 : Two Years On, GAWG/Hope for Women, November 2014 
90 Report on the National Conference on the DVPA 3/2012 - 2014, GAWG/Hope for Women, Final Draft, August 2015 
(unpublished) 
91 Human trafficking worth US$123 million, authorities estimate, Minivan News - Archives, 25 July 2011, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/human-trafficking-worth-us123-million-authorities-estimate-23342 (accessed : 
15 March 2020) 
92 The illegal honeymoon: Human trafficking in the Maldives, The Perspective, 27 April 2014, 
http://www.theperspective.se/the-illegal-honeymoon-human-trafficking-in-the-maldives/ (accessed : 15 March 2020) 
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list, which galvanised the adoption of the Anti-Human Trafficking Act the same year.93,94  In the 

first such case using the new law, charges were brought against 3 Bangladeshi nationals in 2014, 

“accused of trafficking a Bangladeshi woman who arrived in the Maldives… to work as a house 

maid.”95  In June 2014, the Maldives was removed from the tier-two watch list on human 

trafficking.96,97  

37) However, in 2015 Maldives was placed once again on the tier two watch list of the Trafficking in 

Persons (TIP) report, for failing to adhere and work to maintain minimum standards to combat 

human trafficking.98  According to the report, “Maldives is a destination country for men, women, 

and children subjected to forced labor and sex trafficking, and a source country for women and 

children subjected to labor and sex trafficking.”99  In 2015, media reported  arrests made in 

connection with prostitution, where “three foreign women were arrested on charges of 

prostitution and … two foreign men on suspicion of being their agents.”100 This conflicts with the 

assertion in paragraph 58 of the State report that prosecution in such cases are focused on 

““clients” and the brothel owners”. In 2016, a “major human trafficking network” was exposed, 

involving the transportation of Sri Lankan women to work as prostitutes in the Maldives.101  News 

reports inform that 18 victims of trafficking were identified in 2016, among whom “one was a 

woman exploited in sex trafficking and 17 were men subjected to forced labour”, and all 18 were 

voluntarily repatriated.102 Available ad-hoc and patchy information indicates there is no coherent 

effort to address the issue or implement the law, and the situation is such that victims of sexual 

exploitation are likely to be re-victimised within the prevailing system. Maldives was removed 

from tier two of the TIP watch list in 2017, but put back in that category again in 2018.103,104 

Despite the existence of the Anti-Human Trafficking legislation, the State’s inability to implement 

 
93 Maldives given final chance to avoid tier 3 in human trafficking report, face possible sanctions, Minivan News - Archives, 
25 June 2013, https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/maldives-given-final-chance-to-avoid-tier-3-in-human-trafficking-
report-face-possible-sanctions-60261 (accessed : 15 March 2020) 
94 Majlis Passes the Bill criminalizing Human Trafficking in the Maldives, Ministry of Foreign Affairs - Maldives, 03 December 
2013, https://foreign.gov.mv/index.php/en/mediacentre/news/1172-majlis-passes-the-bill-criminalizing-human-
trafficking-in-the-maldives (accessed : 15 March 2020) 
95 Three Bangladeshis charged in first criminal prosecution for human trafficking, Minivan News - Archives, 16 September 
2014, https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/three-bangladeshis-charged-in-first-criminal-prosecution-for-human-
trafficking-90128 (accessed : 15 March 2020) 
96 Maldives off US State Department trafficking watchlist, Minivan News - Archives, 21 June 2014, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/maldives-off-us-state-department-trafficking-watchlist-87333 (accessed : 15 
March 2020) 
97 Maldives taken off US human trafficking watch list, Maldives Independent, 28 June 2017, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/maldives-taken-off-us-human-trafficking-watch-list-131315 (accessed : 15 
March 2020) 
98 Maldives placed back on US human trafficking watch list, Maldives Independent, 28 July 2015, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/maldives-placed-back-on-us-human-trafficking-watch-list-115872 (accessed : 15 
March 2020) 
99 Trafficking in Persons Report, July 2015, Department of State, United States of America 
100 Three arrested in Gan on prostitution charges, Maldives Independent, 19 August 2015, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/three-arrested-in-gan-on-prostitution-charges-116555 (accessed : 16 March 
2020) 
101 Sri Lanka busts major prostitution ring linked to Maldives, Avas.mv, 17 November 2016, https://avas.mv/en/25781  
(accessed : 16 March 2020) 
102 Maldives taken off US human trafficking watch list, Maldives Independent, 28 June 2017, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/maldives-taken-off-us-human-trafficking-watch-list-131315 (accessed : 15 
March 2020) 
103 ibid 
104 Maldives downgraded on US human trafficking watchlist, Maldives Independent, 30 June 2018, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/maldives-downgraded-on-us-human-trafficking-watchlist-139035 (accessed : 15 
March 2020) 

https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/maldives-given-final-chance-to-avoid-tier-3-in-human-trafficking-report-face-possible-sanctions-60261
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/maldives-given-final-chance-to-avoid-tier-3-in-human-trafficking-report-face-possible-sanctions-60261
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the law is indicated in its precarious position on the anti-trafficking watch list, and continuing 

failure to establish and maintain minimum standards in this area.  The State remains on tier two 

of the 2019 TIP report, which informs that “Girls from Maldives and Bangladesh and - to a lesser 

extent - women from Africa, Asia, and Eastern Europe are subjected to sex trafficking in 

Maldives.”105  Data provided by the PGO for this report shows that between 2015-2019, there 

were 8 prosecutions and no convictions under human trafficking laws, and of the 5 cases 

prosecuted, all 5 were acquitted. 106,107  The demographic reality in Maldives is that there are 177 

men for every 100 women in the resident population, and the migration trends both into the 

country and within it puts vulnerable women and girls at high risk of sexual violence and 

exploitation.108  While it is acknowledged in paragraph 55 of the State report that “the majority 

of victims of human trafficking” have been “brought in for sex work”, law enforcement and 

systemic weaknesses make this serious women’s rights issue in the Maldives opaque, murky and 

unacceptably neglected by duty bearers. 

 

Recommendations : 

a) Strengthen the legal framework on marital rape consistent with CEDAW recommendations 

and Islamic principles forbidding violence against women. 

b) Strengthen accountability measures in place for judges and other employees of the judiciary 

to ensure due diligence to uphold implementation of laws to address VAW. 

c) Implement the health sector response to gender based violence guideline across the healthcare 

sector to facilitate implementation of the DVPA. 

d) Increase programme budget to FPA to ensure its ability to implement mandate. 

e) Implement laws to stop human trafficking. 

 

 

5) Articles 7–8 : Equality in political and public life at the national and international levels  

  

38) Paragraph 59 of the State report refers to the lack of success Maldives has experienced in 

introducing temporary special measures (TSMs) as a tool to address persistent gender 

inequalities in public life. The 2012 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the CEDAW Committee 

provides historical background on the challenges to introduce TSMs in the country.109  As the 

data provided in Figure 9 below shows, the situation has not improved significantly in the current 

reporting cycle.  Available literature shows the stereotypes and negative perceptions that prevail 

in the country context, with regards to women’s participation in public life.110   In May 2019, 

Uthema produced a position paper on women’s participation in public life in the Maldives, 

observing some of the key gender equality gaps in this area, proposing a series of 

recommendations to bridge the gaps.111  The paper observed that while “a societal narrative 

 
105 Trafficking in Persons Report, June 2019, Department of State, United States of America, p.313 
106 Maldives taken off US human trafficking watch list, Maldives Independent, 28 June 2017, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/maldives-taken-off-us-human-trafficking-watch-list-131315 (accessed : 15 
March 2020) 
107 Case statistics provided by the PGO to Uthema on request, March 2020 
108 International Women’s Day gender statistics leaflet, National Bureau of Statistics, Maldives, 8 March 2020 [cited data 
from 2018] 
109 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer : paragraphs 114-118) 
110 Qualitative Assessment : Perceptions about women's participation in public life in the Maldives, IFES/USAID, 2015 
111 Women’s Participation in Public Life in Maldives, Position Paper, 7 May 2019, Uthema/EU, https://uthema.org/paper-
may-2019-eng/ (accessed : 28 Jan 2020) 
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suggesting women have “equal opportunities” to participate in public life, with “no legal barriers” 

obstructing equal access” existed, legislation “supporting non-discrimination on the basis of 

gender… remain firmly on paper from Constitutional to lower levels of law and policy.”112  While 

the State report asserts the high levels of women’s participation in the civil service, what is 

notable is that women are disproportionately represented in the lowest ranks of the institution 

as shown in Figure 9 below, and as such, among the least paid. 

 
Figure 9 : Women’s representation in the People’s Majlis, the Cabinet, Local Councils and the Civil Service.  

(Data sources : various – see footnotes) 

 

 
Data sources 113  

 
 
Data source : Uthema, Position Paper, 2019 

 

 
Data sources 114 

 

       
 
Data source 115 

 

39) However, some developments have taken place in the area of TSMs, specifically the introduction 

of a 33% women’s quota in the new 8th Amendment to the Decentralisation Act (7/2010) in 

December 2019, which increased women’s representation in local councils.  A point of concern 

 
112 ibid 
113 Domestic Observation of the 2009 Maldivian Parliamentary Elections, 9 May 2009, Transparency Maldives ; Qualitative 
Assessment, IFES/USAID 2015 ; Uthema, Position Paper, 2019 
114 Qualitative Assessment, IFES/USAID 2015 ; Uthema, Position Paper, 2019 
115 Civil Service Commission, 2018 in the Statistical Year Book 2019, National Bureau of Statistics, Maldives 
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in the adoption of this amendment is the fact that in practice this means, instead of assigning a 

quota of 33% women to the existing number of seats in the local councils, the number of seats 

has been increased by 33% and assigned to women.116  What this means is that the State must 

take the financial burden of this sudden increase in the numbers of State officials in its payroll.  

40) Paragraph 60 of the State report observes the participation of women in the administrative 

workforce in the courts of Maldives.  Once again, this is consistent with the situation in the civil 

service workforce, as discussed in paragraph 38 of this report.  However, in terms of women’s 

representation among judges, the data provided below reflects the reality. There are no women 

judges in the Maldives High Court, Criminal Court, Juvenile Court or the Drug Court.  Notably, 

there is only one woman judge in the Family Court.  Women’s representation has improved 

significantly in the Civil Court with 25%, and the historic appointment of two women judges to 

the Maldives Supreme Court on 04 September 2019 is an unprecedented step forward.117  

Despite these significant steps, women’s representation in the judiciary stands at only 7% with 

the vast majority of the Magistrates Courts across the country having 5% women among 

ghaazees (see Figure 10 below).  Available data shows that women’s representation among 

registered lawyers stands at 39%, although access to lawyers is primarily limited to the capital 

Male’ City and legal services are not available to the majority of the population.118  A justice sector 

baseline study informs that according to legal professionals, “lawyers’ fees are not affordable to 

the majority of people”, the concentration of lawyers are in Male’ and transportation makes 

access to justice “prohibitive” to most.119  

 
Figure 10 : % representation of judges by sex and court  (Data source : see footnote) 

 

 
Data source 120  

 

 

 

 
116 Local Council Election (LCE) 2017 = 653 seats, LCE 2020 = 964 seats. This is a 33% increase in the total number of seats. 
117 President Solih appoints first female justices to top court, The Edition, 04 September 2019, 
https://edition.mv/news/12245 (accessed : 17 March 2020) 
118 International Women’s Day gender statistics leaflet, National Bureau of Statistics, Maldives, 8 March 2020 [cited data 
for 2018] 
119 Legal and Justice Sector Baseline Study 2014, Attorney General's Office/UNDP Maldives, 2015 
120 Judges List, Updated 15 March 2020, Judicial Services Commission, Maldives http://jsc.gov.mv/jlist/index.html 
(accessed : 17 March 2020) 
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41) Paragraph 61 of the State report highlights the “inclusion of women” on the board of the 

Maldives Association of Tourism Industries (MATI).  MATI is a powerful tourism industry lobby 

group consisting exclusively of the richest, most influential families and their businesses in 

Maldives.  The 3 women represented in the 15 member board of MATI are selected 

representatives of the above mentioned elite and does not reflect representation of Maldivian 

women.121  In fact, despite the industry’s five decades of exponential growth, which has now 

made it the largest revenue earner in the country, Maldivian women’s share in the sector remains 

at just 7.4%.122  

42) Paragraph 62 of the State report provides a sense of the challenges to include women’s 

participation in decision-making, particularly within the financial sector.  The introduction of the 

“Rehendhi Award” in 2014 (as per paragraph 63) to recogise women’s work and contribution to 

community and national development can be perceived as a worthy exercise.  However, in the 

country context, such awards are often mired in partisan political influences which undermine 

their credibility.  While such recognition of women’s contributions is important, selection 

processes, inclusivity and the recognition of diversity are required to ensure progressive and 

positive change can be galvanised from such initiatives.123,124,125 

 

Recommendations : 

a) Introduce robust measures to increase women’s inclusion in the : 

i) executive, parliament and the judiciary 

ii) tourism and construction sectors 

 

6)  Article 9 : Equality in nationality laws  

 

43) In paragraph 64 of the State report, the State’s response that it wished “to correct” the 

Committees concluding observation signifies its non-recognition of the issue highlighted by the 

Committee.  The issue in question relates to the transferability of nationality in cases where 

foreign women have children out of wedlock with Maldivian men.  To date, the Maldivian State 

remains resistant to the use of paternity testing to establish parentage.  This is also closely linked 

to the issue of the hudud punishment of flogging, which has been well documented to be 

disproportionately delivered to women.126  Considering national laws specify that children born 

to Maldivians will automatically have Maldivian citizenship, the State’s hesitation to use paternity 

testing must not be considered an acceptable flaw in the legal system to deny nationality to a 

child fathered by a Maldivian.  The State’s adoption of paternity testing as a normative practice 

will also end the age-old practice of discrimination against women and ensure paternal 

responsibility in cases involving out of wedlock pregnancy. 

 

 

 
121 Board Members of MATI, MATI website, https://mati.mv/?page_id=645 (accessed : 17 March 2020) 
122 Census 2014, data obtained from the National Bureau of Statistics, March 2020 
123 Rehendhi Award presented to 4 women, Sun.mv, 8 March 2017, https://en.sun.mv/42668 (accessed : 17 March 2020) 
124 Diver, nurse and policewoman win Rehendhi awards, Maldives Independent, 8 March 2018, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/diver-nurse-and-policewoman-win-rehendhi-awards-136319 (accessed : 17 
March 2020) 
125 Eight women and one organization awarded Rehendhi Awards, 7 March 2019, https://raajje.mv/51929 (accessed : 17 
March 2020) 
126 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer : 287-288 and 181) 

https://mati.mv/?page_id=645
https://en.sun.mv/42668
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/diver-nurse-and-policewoman-win-rehendhi-awards-136319
https://raajje.mv/51929
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 7)  Article 10 : Equality in education  

 

44) The State report covers a wide range of non-specific areas under this section, which prompts this 

response to focus particular attention to the points of relevance and recommendations in the 

Committee’s concluding observations in this area.127  The issues discussed in the paragraphs 

relating to the employment sector will be addressed in Part III Section 13 of this report. 

45) As the State report emphasises, access to primary education in the Maldives is near universal and 

school enrolment is high for students regardless of sex or location.  However, the situation is not 

clear in the case of access to education for children with special education needs.  Education is 

provided free in public schools by law and by the State, until the completion of secondary 

schooling, following the adoption of the new Constitution in 2008.128  Therefore, the attribution 

of free education to a government policy, in paragraph 66 of the State report, is misleading.  

Additionally, education service provision across the country is inconsistent, with better quality of 

education and choices available in urban Male’ City compared to elsewhere in the country.  While 

disaggregated data on the urban-rural divide is not provided in the State report, access to higher 

education by girls from rural contexts will be limited due to prohibitive costs and absence of 

opportunities, in particular mobility.  Some of these issues are acknowledged in paragraph 70 of 

the State report.  Nevertheless, the State report’s focus on net enrolment data in paragraph 65 

does not respond to the Committee’s concerns and, obtaining clear and coherent data on the 

indicated gender gap is necessary.  In February 2019, the government announced a “free 

education scheme for degree students” with the aim to increase access to higher education.129 

However, the extent to which this will facilitate and empower girls in rural contexts to participate 

in such a scheme is not known. 

46) The State report lacks an adequate response to the Committee’s recommendation in its 

concluding observation in paragraph 33 to “reduce the number of girls who are dropping out of 

school for such reasons as engagement in domestic work or early marriage and/or 

pregnancies”.130  It is likely that the State report does not provide this information due to a lack 

of data or research on this issue, despite the assertion that the education policy in the reporting 

cycle has been “No Child Left Behind”.  Available literature and anecdotal information suggest 

that unplanned teenage pregnancy is a real issue impacting girls’ education and health, and the 

issue of early marriage is particularly alarming due to the reported practice of “child marriage” 

among radicalised groups.131  A recent UNFPA Maldives study shows that between 2017-2019, 

twenty one students became pregnant, and while authorities made attempts to facilitate 

schooling in such cases, this is subject to the vagaries of location and context.132  Paragraph 71 of 

the State report makes reference to the services available, but there is no consideration given to 

accessibility to the proposed alternative education opportunities for girls affected by this 

situation. There is an urgency for the State to give adequate attention to address these issues 

affecting the most vulnerable groups, through robust inclusive education policies, data 

collection, research, relevant results-based interventions and monitoring, to ensure no child is 

left behind in reality. 

 
127 Concluding Observations to 4th & 5th CEDAW Report, CEDAW/C/MDV/CO/4-5, 11 March 2015, para.33 
128 Functional Translation of the Constitution of the Republic of Maldives, 2008, Article 36(a) and (b) 
129 President inaugurates “Free Education Scheme for Degree Students”, President's Office, 14 February 2019 
130 Concluding Observations to 4th & 5th CEDAW Report, CEDAW/C/MDV/CO/4-5, 11 March 2015, para.33 
131 Qualitative Assessment on challenges to access SRH information and services among young people in the Maldives, with 
a focus on unplanned teenage pregnancy, January 2020, UNFPA Maldives (unpublished) 
132 ibid 
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47) Paragraphs 67-68 of the State report informs about the State’s efforts to address gender 

stereotyping in the school curriculum and gives an indication of the lack of success in this area.  

Available literature and lived realities inform that gender stereotyping has become increasingly 

problematic in the Maldives, especially with the encroachment of conservative narratives into 

the curriculum over recent years.  According to a study which reviewed the subject textbooks for 

Dhivehi, English, Islam and Social Studies for grades 1 – 12 (excepting grades 6 & 7), the English 

subject had the least materials on gender roles.133  The study concluded that most of the “gender 

related content is found in Dhivehi and Islam book of which the secondary school books included 

more gender-stereotyping.”134 Moreover, the study “strongly recommended that teachers be 

advised and, in fact, even be warned by the Ministry of Education, school principals and 

supervisors, not to express their personal gender-biased beliefs when teaching; especially 

bringing in content that is outside of the curriculum should be prohibited.”135  Anecdotal evidence 

suggests that stereotyping has a significant impact on the lived experiences, perceptions of 

gender role as well as life opportunities of young people.136  It is notable that the State report 

provides no information about the results of the baseline study mentioned in paragraph 68, 

which was conducted by the Ministry of Education in 2013-2014 on teachers’ attitudes. 

48) Paragraph 69 of the State report discusses the inclusion of “mandatory, age-appropriate SRH 

education” in the curriculum.  Available literature on the success of sexual and reproductive 

health (SRH) information education in schools does not provide a positive picture.  As the 

mapping information provided in Figure 11 below reveals, the integration of sexual, reproductive 

health and rights (SRHR) in the curriculum is nowhere close to meaningful or desirable.  The State 

report’s assertion that conservative leaders in communities may undermine the curriculum is a 

poor excuse, when such “leaders” are actively engaged by State institutions.  According to a 

country profile on universal access to SRH published in 2017, the “new curriculum framework 

developed by National Institute of Education (2015) also includes aspects of health and 

wellbeing” although “little emphasis was made under health and wellbeing on the provision of 

comprehensive sexuality education in this curriculum framework.”137 Notably, Maldives made 

strong high level commitments at the International Conference on Population and Development 

(ICPD +25) Nairobi Summit in 2019 to strengthen SRH policies and programmes for adolescents 

and young people.138  Therefore, the State is expected to deliver on these.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
133 The Role of Males and Females in Text Books, Hope for Women NGO, Maldives [undated, circa 2012] 
134 Ibid : 8 
135 Ibid : 9 
136 What rights don't you have?, Uthema, YouTube, 9 March 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S2bwYh23dxg 
(accessed : 19 March 2020) 
137 Country Profile on Universal Access to Sexual and Reproductive Health : Maldives, ARROW, 2017 
138 ICPD +25, Nairobi Summit Commitments, website - https://www.nairobisummiticpd.org/commitment/strengthen-
reproductive-health-policies-and-programmes-address-asrh-rh-cancers-and-better (accessed : 23 March 2020) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S2bwYh23dxg
https://www.nairobisummiticpd.org/commitment/strengthen-reproductive-health-policies-and-programmes-address-asrh-rh-cancers-and-better
https://www.nairobisummiticpd.org/commitment/strengthen-reproductive-health-policies-and-programmes-address-asrh-rh-cancers-and-better
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Figure 11 : Assessment from the mapping exercise for SRHR integration across the curriculum  
Thematic 

area 
Topic Key Stage 1 Key Stage 2 Key Stage 3 

Sexual  
behaviour 

Sex, sexuality and the sexual life cycle Some None None 

Sexual behaviour and sexual response None None None 

Sexual and 
reproductive  

health 

Pregnancy prevention None None None 

Understanding, recognising and reducing 
the risk of STIs including HIV 

Yes None None 

HIV and AIDS stigma, care, treatment and 
support 

None None None 

Source : Information reproduced from Figure 1, pg. 119, Research papers on The Situation of Women in 
Maldives, UNFPA Maldives, 2019  

 

49) With reference to the Committee’s recommendation for the State to “encourage women and 

girls to choose non-traditional fields of education and career”, the State report appears to be 

non-responsive. Available information indicates that efforts have been made during the 

reporting cycle to promote access to vocational training opportunities, with the establishment of 

the Technical and Vocational Education and Training Authority (TVET).139 A 2019 report by the 

Ministry of Higher Education (formed in 2018) asserts that the government has “been giving 

priority to develop tertiary education, including technical and vocational education and training 

(TVET) and higher education.”140 Data available on the TVET Authority’s website is inadequate to 

understand the distribution of women and men in various areas in which training has been 

provided, although there appears to be a disproportionate spike in graduates of both sexes in 

2016.141  However, the absence of disaggregated data on women in non-traditional roles can be 

interpreted as an indication of a lack of interventions for substantive, inclusive change in this 

area.  The Technical and Vocational Education Centre (TVEC) was established in 2017, by a private 

entity with the goal to develop young people with the skills “relevant to the needs and 

development of the technical and vocational industries” of the Maldives.142 However, to date, 

none of the programmes of TVEC has produced women graduates.  Anecdotal information 

suggests this is due to a lack of applications by women.143  In 2015, the International Foundation 

for Electoral Systems (IFES) ran a campaign entitled “vaane” (meaning ‘can do’ in Dhivehi 

language) based on research findings, to encourage women’s participation in non-traditional 

roles.144,145  However, although such programming interventions are important, they are 

generally ad-hoc, are not sustained and the overall outcome and impact is difficult to establish. 

Recommendations : 

a) Integrate SRHR components in the national school curriculum to address identified gaps 

prioritising the inclusion of age appropriate comprehensive sexuality education. 

b) Initiate professional development for teachers on harmful impacts of gender stereotyping, 

raise teacher awareness on the importance of gender equality in Islam as well as national and 

international laws. 

c) Reiterate recommendation (c) in Article 5 of this report. 

 
139 TVET Authority, website, https://tvet.gov.mv/about/ (accessed : 21 March 2020) 
140 Environment and Social Management Framework, Ministry of Higher Education, February 2019 
141 TVET Authority, website, https://tvet.gov.mv/statistics/ (accessed : 21 March 2020) 
142 Technical & Vocational Education Centre (TVEC), https://www.tvec.mv/about-us.html  (accessed : 21 March 2020) 
143 Communication with TVEC manager, January 2020. 
144 "Vaane" Promotes Women’s Empowerment in Maldives, IFES, 7 December 2015, 
https://www.ifes.org/multimedia/vanne-public-awareness-campaign (accessed : 21 March 2020) 
145 Maldives Vaane Campaign: Women in Non-Traditional Roles, IFES87 - YouTube, 7 December 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eDRQNRHzQHs (accessed : 21 March 2020) 

https://tvet.gov.mv/about/
https://tvet.gov.mv/statistics/
https://www.tvec.mv/about-us.html
https://www.ifes.org/multimedia/vanne-public-awareness-campaign
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eDRQNRHzQHs
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8) Article 12 : Health, including sexual and reproductive health and rights  

  

50) Paragraph 87 of the State report provides information on the population, observing the fact that 

the total fertility rate (TFR) now stands at 2.1 which is replacement level.  However, the country’s 

population dynamics are not adequately reflected in the report, which does not dwell on the 

presence of a significant migrant population which impacts the sex ratio (see screenshot below 

in Figure 12).  According to the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), among the national 

population, the sex ratio stands at 100 women to 105 men.146  Among the total resident 

population inclusive of both nationals and non-nationals, the ratio stands at “177 men per every 

100 women”.147  The impact of this imbalance on women is not a subject of study. 

 

 
   

51) Paragraphs 88 – 91 of the State report informs about the status of maternal health services within 

the existing public health infrastructure, although some of the data provided is dated. The most 

recent Demographic and Health Survey 2016-2017 (DHS 2016-2017) reported that 99% of 

“women in the Maldives receive antenatal care from a skilled provider, mostly a gynaecologist”, 

a figure that has been maintained since 2009.148  In addition, 80% of women and 82% of 

“newborns received a post-natal check within the first 2 days of birth.”149  Key issues observed 

by the DHS relating to healthcare access for women are difficulties to obtain appointments and 

having a shortage of female healthcare providers.  Access to services is particularly arbitrary in 

rural contexts and from the series of reasons identified, 72% of respondents in the DHS 2016-

2017 reported having at least one healthcare access issue.150  These are provided in Figure 13 

below, which shows that 52% of women had difficulty obtaining appointments, 30% had no child 

care, 20% had financial challenges while 11% reported experiencing problems obtaining 

permission to access health services.  While all are important concerns, the latter two are critical 

issues that must be addressed by duty bearers through improved access to both health insurance 

coverage and legal services to facilitate healthcare access.  The issue of permission to access 

healthcare is most likely connected to increasing conservative narratives promoting women’s 

 
146 International Women’s Day gender statistics leaflet, National Bureau of Statistics, Maldives, 8 March 2020 
147 ibid 
148 Maldives Demographic & Health Survey 2016-2017, Ministry of Health, Maldives/WHO/UNICEF/UNFPA/ICF, December 
2018:115 
149 ibid 
150 ibid:134 (Table 9.14) ; also see Figure 13 

Figure 12 

Total resident 

population of Maldives 

by nationals/ 

expatriates  

and by sex. 

 

Source (screenshot) : 

Maldives Population 

Dynamics, UNFPA 

Maldives, 2016, p.18 
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complete obedience to men, which undermine women’s basic rights and freedoms, and not just 

right to health.  

 

 
52) A further issue related to maternal health is the increasing prevalence of caesarean section 

births, which had risen from 32% in 2009 to 40% as documented in the DHS 2016-2017.151  

Available literature shows that among women aged 16-35 in a dataset for the year 2018, 

caesarean births stood at 72% while normal deliveries were 21%.152  In light of the fact that “the 

international healthcare community has considered the ideal rate for caesarean sections to be 

between 10% and 15%” since as far back as 1985, the State has a duty of care to address the 

continued exponential growth of this practice within the Maldives healthcare systems.153   

53) The reference in paragraph 94 of the State report about the progress on SRH services is 

misleading.  The National Family Planning Guideline (NFPG) is described as “non-discriminatory” 

without consideration to context.  The NFPG 2017 requires spousal consent to obtain both female 

and male sterilisation, which may be the reason this is described as “non-discriminatory”.154  The 

prevailing context is that the uptake of sterilisation as a family planning method is high among 

women, being 10.1% in 2009 (DHS) dropping to 4.4% in 2016-2017 (DHS). For men, the figure is 

0.5% in 2009 (DHS) dropping to 0.1% in 2016-2017 (DHS).155  Besides the significant disparity and 

relevance of the actual numbers to women, in a context where 11% of women reported obtaining 

permission to access medical treatment as a barrier to access healthcare, the State’s 

interpretation of ease of access is deeply problematic (see Figure 13 above).  Paragraph 94 also 

highlights that “knowledge on contraceptive methods is almost universal in Maldives”, citing the 

high percentage of married women and men with awareness of at least one family planning 

method.  What the State report fails to acknowledge is that “the perennial barriers to universal 

access to SRH” continues “with an estimated 52% youth demographic practically deprived of 

access to SRH information and services due to a complex mix of societal taboos and policy-level 

 
151 Maldives Demographic & Health Survey 2016-2017, Ministry of Health, Maldives/WHO/UNICEF/UNFPA/ICF, December 
2018:115 
152 Qualitative Assessment on challenges to access SRH information and services among young people in the Maldives, with 
a focus on unplanned teenage pregnancy, January 2020, UNFPA Maldives (unpublished) 
153 WHO Statement on Caesarean Section Rates, World Health Organisation, 2015 
154 National Standards for Family Planning Services, Maldives, 2017 
155 Maldives Demographic and Health Survey, 2016-2017, Ministry of Health/Maldives/WHO/UNICEF/UNFPA/ICF, 
December 2018:98 
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inefficiencies.”156  The later relates to the de facto unaddressed situation where contraceptive 

information, education and services are not provided or made accessible to unmarried persons. 

54) Paragraph 95 of the State report refers to the continuing challenges to implement age-

appropriate SRH school curriculum.  However, the extent of information coverage in the 

curriculum on the subject also remains a key issue, as observed in Figure 11 of this report. 

Available literature informs that non-governmental stakeholders continue to make efforts to 

address the gaps in this area.  In 2017, the Society for Health Education (SHE) in collaboration 

with UNFPA Maldives developed an SRH information and education interactive mobile 

application called Siththaa which is available to young people.157,158  Relevant State authorities 

have the option to utilise such tools to significantly improve access to SRH education and 

facilitate information sharing with young people that will positively impact their health and 

wellbeing. However, productive engagement with such initiatives by the State is yet to be seen. 

55)  In paragraph 97 of the State report, reference is made to contraceptive prevalence rate (CPR), 

which is a cause for concern. Available data shows that the CPR of married women using any 

method dropped significantly over the reporting period from 35% in 2009 (DHS) to 19% in 2016-

2017 (DHS).159 Use of modern methods have also decreased significantly among the same group 

from 27% in 2009 (DHS) to 15% in 2016-2017 (DHS).160  At the same time, the unmet need for 

family planning among married women stands at 31% while the same for a small cohort of 

unmarried women documented in the DHS 2016-2017 stands at 89%.161  The issue of access to 

SRH information, education and services for unmarried persons remains a significant concern. 

56) Paragraph 101 of the State report refers to the “permission” of the Islamic Fiqh Academy (IFA) to 

carry out medical termination of pregnancies.  The language used in the State report reflects the 

patriarchal attitude to this critical issue affecting women only.  The IFA published a fatwa ruling 

in 2013 which provided an opinion on the level of permissibility to terminate pregnancies from 

an Islamic perspective.162  According to the fatwa, “abortion is permitted but only before 120 

days if any of the following circumstances are applicable: the pregnancy is a consequence of rape 

or of incestuous rape; if the mother’s body is too weak or not developed enough to sustain the 

foetus; and in cases where the foetus is found to have a debilitating medical condition, including 

thalassaemia major and sickle cell major.”163 In addition, the fatwa also provides that “abortion 

is permitted, even after 120 days, if it is posing any danger to the mother’s wellbeing”.164  While 

the fatwa evidently facilitates the provision of abortion within certain religious bounds, the 

adoption of the fatwa by health service providers to enable pregnancy termination within 120 

days or otherwise is not known, due to unavailability of such data.  Credible anecdotal evidence 

suggests that in complex cases involving abortion, medical practitioners have been given legal 

advice to seek the opinion of the non-medical IFA, which is a disturbing development.  A 2016 

 
156 Universal Periodic Review of Maldives, SHE/IPPF/SRI Joint Submission, 36th Session, Apr-May 2020 
157 ibid 
158 Siththaa – Now I Know, UNFPA Maldives, https://maldives.unfpa.org/en/news/siththaa-%E2%80%93-now-i-know 
(accessed : 08 April2020) 
159 Maldives Demographic & Health Survey 2016-2017, Ministry of Health, Maldives/WHO/UNICEF/UNFPA/ICF, December 
2018:89 
160 ibid 
161 ibid 
162 Fatwa 6 : On the termination of the foetus, causing miscarriages and induced abortions, No.IFA/2013/06, Islamic Fiqh 
Academy, Ministry of Islamic Affairs, 11 December 2013 
163 National Report : Perception of Islam and Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in the Maldives, SHE/ARROW, 
2016:13 
164 ibid 
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assessment of gaps in SRH policy and law observed that “criminalizing a health service only 

required by women is an infringement of their rights” and “there have not been efforts to 

maximize access to abortion care to the extent possible under Maldivian law.”165  

57) Paragraph 102 of the State report informs that Maldives had never had a case of mother to child 

transmission of HIV/AIDS, and as such had received a World Health Organisation (WHO) 

certificate of recognition for having “eliminated” this problem.  While this is a welcome 

development, there is a need for continued vigilance in this area due to findings from research 

of the prevalence of high risk behaviours such as drug use among young people.  According to a 

2019 study on youth, “Drugs are a serious and growing problem. As with any underground 

activity it is hard to know how widespread drug use is, but on some islands, people said that there 

was at least one heroin user in every household.”166  The first nationally significant study 

documenting the prevalence and interlinked risk factors of drug use, commercial sex-work and 

HIV/AIDs was published in 2008.167  A subsequent national drug use survey of 2011-2012 

reported that its findings suggested that “a considerable population of drug users in the country 

are IDU’s, [injecting drug users] a grave possibility of spread of HIV and other transmittable 

diseases”.168  A particularly cautionary tale is the case of the re-emergence of measles in Maldives 

in January 2020, after the country was declared “measles free” by the WHO in April 2017.169 

58) The issue of “female circumcision” (which in this report will be referred by the term FGM/C) in 

paragraph 103 of the State report is provided using anecdotal information, despite the fact that 

concerns about FGM/C in the Maldives has been raised since 2009.170 A welcome development 

is the fact that the DHS 2016-2017 included FGM/C as an area of study for the first time to 

understand the prevalence of the practice in the Maldives.  The findings are consistent with 

anecdotal information that WHO definition type 4 FGM/C had existed in the Maldives several 

decades ago, which may now be re-emerging.171 The emerging concerns around FGM/C must 

also be viewed in the context of a radicalisation narrative, where ultra-conservative clerics 

working closely with State institutions are calling for its revival.  This is evident in available 

literature and news reports.  

59) A 2015 report on radicalisation in Maldives documented some of the narratives used to justify 

FGM/C, such as the claim that this practice is Sunnah in Islam, that it had “medical benefits” and 

that it is “the most likely way to make the face of a woman beautiful”.172  On 22 April 2017, online 

website Dhi Islam published an article with a headline that read, “Circumcising girls : a permitted 

practice in Islam”, which was also disseminated across its social media platforms.173 A translation 

of a comment to the article states : “this is an article that encourages violence against women – 

 
165 Universal Access to SRH : Gaps in Policies and Legislature in the Maldives, Hameed S, Society for Health Education (SHE), 
November 2016 
166 Youth Vulnerability in the Maldives, UNDP Maldives/Govt. of Japan/National Counter Terrorism Centre, Maldives, 
February 2019:18 
167 Biological and Behavioural Survey, 2008, UNDP/GFATM 
168 National Drug Use Survey Maldives - 2011-2012, UNODC, 2013 
169 HPA confirms fourth measles case in Maldives, The Edition, 18 January 2020, https://edition.mv/news/14508 (accessed 
: 23 March 2020) 
170 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer : Part III) 
171 ibid 
172 Preliminary Assessment of Radicalisation in the Maldives, Maldivian Democracy Network (MDN), 2015:92 & 64 
(currently withdrawn from the public domain for review by MDN) 
173 – Dhi Islam, https://dhiislam.com/88072 (accessed : 23 

March 2020) 

https://edition.mv/news/14508
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have reported to the police and Broadcom [Broadcasting Commission of Maldives]”.174  As at 23 

March 2020, the article remains live and accessible on the same website.  According to a media 

report translation of a Facebook post by cleric Dr Iyaz Abdul Latheef, "Female circumcision is 

popular in religious deeds. No scholar (Islamic) has said female circumcision is prohibited. 

Prophet Muhammad has stated that female circumcision is a norm of Fitra."175  This is a 

reiteration of the same assertion by the same cleric in 2014, which was flagged at the time by 

international anti-FGM/C campaign, Stop FGM Middle East.176  The DHS 2016-2017 found FGM/C 

prevalence among the 15-49 age cohort to be 13% while the same among the 0-14 age cohort 

was just 1%, as reported by their mothers.177  What is concerning is the finding that 10% of 

“women who have heard of” FGM/C believe that the practice is a religious requirement and 8% 

who believe the practice must be continued.178  It is possible to suggest that the latter could be 

the impact of the persistent pro-FGM/C narratives disseminated to the public over the past 

decade. 

60) A disturbing development on the issue of FGM/C relates to news reports in January 2020 that 

the Health Protection Agency (HPA) in Maldives had sent a letter to the Ministry of Islamic Affairs 

(MoIA) for a religious opinion on the practice.179  The letter prompted the Minister of Islamic 

Affairs to seek advice from the Fatwa Majlis, a body created in 2016, under an amendment to 

the Protection of Religious Unity Act 1994.180  In the prevailing context of political Islamism in the 

Maldives, the appointment of radical clerics to the Fatwa Majlis is a political reality.181  

Furthermore, one of the most vocal advocates of FGM/C in Maldives is a member of the same 

body.182  However, following public disapproval expressed over social media, the Minister for 

Health ordered the HPA to retract and nullify its letter to the MoIA the following day, stating 

“there were no grounds for HPA to seek an Islamic ruling on the matter”.183  The incident is 

indicative of the precarious nature of institutional decision-making affecting the health and  basic 

rights of girls and women in the Maldives. 

 

Recommendations : 

a) Make Siththaa app accessible to young people within and outside schools. 

b) Conduct research to identify underlying and hidden social impacts of the prevailing gender  

imbalance in the population, including human trafficking and prostitution. 

 
174 ibid 
175 Iyaz on Female Circumcision, Maldives Independent, 25 January 2020, https://maldivesindependent.com/society/iyaz-
on-female-circumcision-149752 (accessed : 06 March 2020) 
176 MALDIVES: Cleric calls for FGM on Islamic grounds, Stop FGM Middle East, 12 March 2014, 
http://www.stopfgmmideast.org/maldives-cleric-calls-for-fgm-on-islamic-grounds/ (24 Jan 2020) 
177 Maldives Demographic & Health Survey 2016-2017, Ministry of Health, Maldives/WHO/UNICEF/UNFPA/ICF, December 
2018:265 
178 ibid 
179 “ ” 

[Translation : Advice sought from the Fatwa Majlis regarding circumcision of girls], Mihaaru, 22 January 2020, 
https://mihaaru.com/news/68093 (accessed : 23 March 2020) 
180 President authorised to constitute religious advisory body, Maldives Independent, 22 November 2016, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/president-authorised-to-constitute-religious-advisory-body-127839 (accessed : 
23 March 2020) 
181 Radical cleric appointed to top Islamic council, Maldives Independent, 14 December 2016, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/radical-cleric-appointed-to-top-islamic-council-128016 (accessed : 23 March 
2020) 
182 MALDIVES: Cleric calls for FGM on Islamic grounds, Stop FGM Middle East, 12 March 2014, 
http://www.stopfgmmideast.org/maldives-cleric-calls-for-fgm-on-islamic-grounds/ (24 Jan 2020) 
183 Minister nullifies HPA's letter requesting ruling for female genital mutilation, The Edition, 23 January 2020, 
https://edition.mv/news/14586 (accessed : 23 March 2020) 

https://maldivesindependent.com/society/iyaz-on-female-circumcision-149752
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c) Reduce the prevalence of caesarean section births. 

d) Facilitate health practitioners to provide abortion services as permissible and collect related 

data to strengthen national SRH policy and standards. 

e) State institutions must cease enabling and supporting clerics promoting FGM/C. 

 

9)  Article 15 : Equality before the law  

  

61) Paragraph 123 of the State report informs about the challenges of the judicial sector, particularly 

regarding data collection and management.  The justice sector baseline study in 2014 cited by 

the State report states that “it would be very difficult for the public to obtain consistent 

information on any particular criminal or civil case currently being dealt with by the legal system” 

due to data inconsistencies and access gaps.184   Other wider issues relating to the judiciary have 

been well documented prior to and during the reporting period, by both national and 

international stakeholders.185  In November 2019, the UN Special Rapporteur on torture and 

other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, following his country visit to 

Maldives observed that “the insufficient qualifications of judicial magistrates responsible for the 

first instance adjudication of cases, and a perceived lack of awareness and understanding of 

international due process and human right standards among the judiciary” are among the 

challenges.186  Women’s access to justice issues discussed elsewhere in this report also provide 

additional insights to the challenges of the judicial system in the country. 

62) Paragraph 124 of the State report highlights the government’s commitment for judicial reform 

with a view to increasing public confidence in the judiciary.  The UN Special Rapporteur on torture 

in his preliminary observations, commended the “on-going reform of the judiciary”, including the 

establishment of the Bar Council to regulate lawyers, while highlighting serious other concerns 

as steps are being taken to improve the status quo.187 The government’s judicial reform goals 

outlined in its Strategic Action Plan (SAP) include a wide range of activities among which is the 

completion of “appraisals for all sitting judges” by 2022.188  The successful implementation of this 

activity is critically important to improve access to justice, especially for women in Maldives.  

Furthermore, it is imperative that the Judicial Services Commission (JSC) prioritises the 

appointment of greater numbers of women judges to bridge the prevailing gender gap in the 

sector, with only 13 out of a total of 188 judges currently being women.189 

63) Paragraphs 125-133 of the State report informs about the ongoing activities to address gaps in 

the justice sector and pending legislation.  Available information suggests that a total of 56 pieces 

of legislation had been sent to the parliament for consideration during its first session in 2020, 

among which are the legal aid bill and the evidence bill.190  The Juvenile Justice Act was passed 

 
184 Legal and Justice Sector Baseline Study 2014, AGO/UNDP Maldives, 2015:53 
185 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges and lawyers, Gabriela Knaul, Human Rights Council, 
Twenty-third session, 21 May 2013 
186 Preliminary observations and recommendations of the United Nations Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, Mr Nils Melzer, on his official visit to Maldives, 17 – 24 November 2019, 
UNOHCHR, https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25351&LangID=E (accessed : 27 
March 2020) 
187 ibid 
188 Rule of Law and Judicial Reform, Strategic Action Plan (SAP) 2019-2023, Government of Maldives 
189 Judges List, Updated 15 March 2020, Judicial Services Commission, http://jsc.gov.mv/jlist/index.html (accessed : 17 
March 2020) 
190 Website of the AGO, Maldives, http://agoffice.gov.mv/v4/ (accessed : 27 March 2020) 
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by the parliament and ratified by the President in November 2019.191  Paragraph 132 of the State 

report informs that a full legal audit of all laws in the country will be conducted to assess 

compliance to the normative international human rights framework. The extent to which these 

legislations reflect or address gender bias against women will be known if the proposed audit 

takes stock from a gender sensitive lens.  Paragraph 130 of the State report refers to the existence 

of a National Human Rights Action Plan (NHRAP).  The relevance and coherence of this action 

plan within the broader context of national development and stakeholder participation remains 

to be clear, for such a plan to be useable and functional.  What is evident in the country context 

is the disparate engagement of State institutions with donor agencies to produce ad-hoc plans 

and strategies which have little bearing on the actual achievement of outcomes to improve the 

situation of citizens.  This is an area where the State must engage in a much more integrated 

manner to ensure actionable plans are made with multi-stakeholder participation to achieve 

goals that positively impact the lives of women and communities. 

64) Paragraph 134-136 of the State report informs about the situation on the delivery of the hadd 

punishment of flogging for consensual sex outside marriage.  In fact, the punishment of flogging 

is not necessarily handed out where sex outside marriage had occurred with consent, as evident 

from the 2013 case where a minor who was raped was sentenced to flogging, which resulted in 

a global petition resulting in the sentence being revoked.192,193  Data obtained from the Criminal 

Court for this research provided below in Figure 14 shows that although there has been cases 

where flogging sentences had been issued, execution of the punishment had declined. 

 

Figure 14 : Number of people sentenced to hadd punishment and received the same, for zina, by sex and year.  

(Data source : Criminal Court, February 2020) 

 

  
 

In fact, the data suggests there have been no cases of flogging implemented from 2017 onwards.  

The data is however not consistent with the State’s assertion in paragraph 135 that no flogging 

punishments have been executed since 2015, as there were 2 cases in 2016 where the 

 
191 President signs bills on Child Rights Protection and Juvenile Justice into law, President's Office, 20 November 2019, 
https://presidency.gov.mv/Press/Article/22631 (accessed : 27 March 2020) 
192 “Horror in paradise”: Avaaz launches campaign to target Maldives’ tourism reputation over flogging sentences, Minivan 
News - Archives, 21 March 2013, https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/horror-in-paradise-avazz-launches-campaign-
to-target-maldives-tourism-reputation-over-flogging-sentences-54958 (accessed : 27 March 2020) 
193 Maldives girl's 100 lashes sentence overturned, BBC News, 22 August 2013, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-
23792120 (accessed : 27 March 2020) 
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punishment was carried out.  Citing the recommendation of the UN Committee on Torture in 

2018, the UN Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights, in her preliminary report following 

a visit to Maldives in 2019 called on the State that “judicial flogging” in Maldives “should be 

abrogated, and pending that should be subject to an immediate moratorium”, noting that the 

practice is “often applied in gender discriminatory ways and against victims of sexual violence”.194  

This is indeed the case in Maldives too.195 

 

Recommendations : 

a) Significantly improve professional training and oversight of judges. 

b) As per the UNSR on Cultural Rights, ““judicial flogging” … which are often applied in gender 

discriminatory ways and against victims of sexual violence, should be abrogated, and pending 

that should be subject to an immediate moratorium”. 

 

10)  Article 16 : Equality in marriage and family life, including family law; prohibition of child marriage 

 

65) Paragraphs 137-139 of the State report informs about the status of the State’s blanket 

reservation on Article 16 of CEDAW and efforts to partially lift the reservation.  Since the 

submission of the State report in April 2019, the “Maldives has already submitted its notification 

to withdraw the reservations to Part 1 (b)(e)(g)(h) and also to Part 2 of Article 16”, as per a 

statement by the Minister of Foreign Affairs to the UN Human Rights Council in February 2020.196  

The current decision of the State is a step backward from the earlier proposal by the State in 

March 2011, to withdraw the above clauses including Part 1(a) of Article 16.197 The State report 

cites in paragraph 137, that a 2015 Cabinet Paper proposed lifting “the aspects of CEDAW Article 

16 which are in conformity with the Constitution, specifically Article 16 (1) paragraphs (b), (e), (f), 

(g) and (h), and full removal of reservations against Article 16 (2)”.  The same paragraph also 

states that while the Maldives "Constitution ensures the equality of men and women in all 

matters relating to marriage and family relations, it stipulates "without prejudice to the 

provisions of the Islamic Shari’ah, which govern all marital and family relations of the 100 percent 

Muslim population of the Maldives”."  Considering the same Constitution had guided the 

proposals made to withdraw reservations on  Article 16 in 2011, 2015 and 2020, the omission of 

Article 16 Part 1 (a) and (f) in the present decision suggest the vagaries of political opinion and 

interpretation at play.  It also suggests that these decision-making processes are not guided by 

human rights principles or the fundamental egalitarian principles in Islam which must guide 

family matters.  The decision of the State impedes realization of progressive pathways to remedy 

the de facto situation of women, affected by the limitations imposed by discriminatory laws 

 
194 Preliminary findings and observations, UN Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights Karima Bennoune, 18 June 
2019, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=24703&LangID=E (accessed : 27 March 
2020) 
195 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012:73-74 
196 Statement by His Excellency Abdulla Shahid Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Maldives at the High Level 
Segment of the 43rd Session of the United Nations Human Rights Council, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 25 February 2020, 
https://www.foreign.gov.mv/index.php/en/mediacentre/speeches/5482-statement-by-his-excellency-abdulla-shahid-
minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-republic-of-maldives-at-the-high-level-segment-of-the-43rd-session-of-the-united-
nations-human-rights-council (accessed : 25 March 2020) 
197 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer paragraph 23, pg.7) 
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undermining the rights of  women.198  The assessment of Maldives’ reservation on CEDAW Article 

16 by Musawah is a scholarly reference which the State must consider in its complete withdrawal 

of this article in the immediate future.199 

66) The State’s decision-making process on withdrawing from CEDAW Article 16 is notably 

problematic in other ways too, as highlighted by Uthema in a press statement on 8 March 

2020.200  The statement specifically noted concerns about the absence of consultation among 

key stakeholders and evidence-based decision-making in its handling of the process.  As 

explained in a news report, "Uthema revealed that the 13-member parliamentary committee 

that discussed reservations against Article 16 consisted of men [only] and that the most recent 

meeting, held on February 17, 2020 also lacked any female participants. The latter meeting was 

also conducted without the representation of the Ministry of Gender, Family and Social Services 

or the parliament's Committee on Human Rights and Gender."201  Communication with 

stakeholders show that the MoGFSS was consulted separately and that the parliamentary 

Committee on Human Rights and Gender were not consulted, although the Committee took the 

initiative to provide an opinion on the matter separately.  There is no known civil society 

consultation or information sharing in this process.  The performance of both the Executive and 

the People’s Majlis on this issue involving the family, which is described by the Maldives 

Constitution as the “fundamental unit of society” can be described as inadequate, inappropriate, 

undemocratic and without due regard to the public interest.202  In its statement, Uthema called 

on the State “to remove Article 16 reservations in order to guarantee women's rights and ensure 

prioritization of children's welfare in Maldives as well as permanently ending lack of female 

participation in the state's decision making process regarding women's issues.”203  

67) The lived realities of women in Maldives provide more accurate information about the assertions 

made in paragraph 140 of the State report, about the implementation of the provisions of Article 

34 of the Constitution.  Accounts of women’s experiences show that women’s lack of access to 

justice in family matters remain a source of deprivation and despair.204  

68) Paragraph 141 of the State report refers to the second amendment to the Family Act 2000, which 

has been discussed in paragraph 1(f) of this report.  On the issue of premarital counselling also 

mentioned in the same paragraph, anecdotal information suggests that this course provided by 

the Family Court is inadequate for its purpose, worryingly conveying conservative, discriminatory 

and patriarchal views against women.  The course is also only available in Male’ City, making it 

inaccessible to the whole population and the State does not provide data on the delivery and 

reach of this course.  A 2011 study focusing on SRHR revealed that the pre-martial course which 

 
198 Women’s Lived Realities, Raula’s Story, Uthema, 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZQL_QMqfnbB_IHLt9wyq81nGg1W_PSod (accessed : 25 March 2020) 
199 Musawah Thematic Report on Muslim Family Law : Maldives, 60th CEDAW Session, Musawah, February 2015 
200  

[Translation : Statement on the State's handling of the process to withdraw reservation on Article 16 of CEDAW], Uthema, 
https://uthema.org/noosbayaan-iwd2020/ (accessed : 25 March 2020)  
201 Uthema demands govt to remove all CEDAW reservations, The Edition, 08 March 2020, https://edition.mv/news/15366 
(accessed : 25 March 2020) 
202 Functional Translation of the Constitution of the Republic of Maldives, 2008, Article 34, Right to marry and 
establishment of the family 
203 Uthema demands govt to remove all CEDAW reservations, The Edition, 08 March 2020, https://edition.mv/news/15366 
(accessed : 25 March 2020) 
204 Women’s Lived Realities, Raula’s Story, Uthema, 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZQL_QMqfnbB_IHLt9wyq81nGg1W_PSod (accessed : 25 March 2020) 
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began in 2007, was failing to provide critical components such as the one on SRH information.205  

In the Maldives’ context where SRH information and education has been hindered by a whole 

host of factors, this limitation has a significant impact on young people.  The fact that the course 

remains unestablished and arbitrary  over a decade after its initiation indicates that progress on 

family issues remain stagnant in the country, with  significant institutional capacity limitations 

evident in its delivery.  It is unclear whether the course in in fact a legal requirement, as indicated 

in the State report.   

69) Paragraph 143 of the State report asserts the government’s commitment to “identify human 

rights breaches in laws… and enter into a dialogue with relevant stakeholders on the necessary 

amendments”.  While the recent performance of the State in its decision-making on lifting 

reservations on CEDAW Article 16 leaves much to be desired, it is essential that identification of 

stakeholders reflect those who will be most impacted by such decisions.  The prevailing 

disconnect between decision-makers and beneficiaries must be addressed.  The need for family 

law reform is critical in the Maldives and a national dialogue is necessary to empower young 

people to establish stable family relationships within a framework of non-discrimination, gender 

equality and mutual respect.  This report finds that the AGO is in the process of reviewing the 

Family Act 2000, making it an essential moment to ensure that it is consistent with the principles 

of gender equality, equity and justice in Islam.  Any reform of family law must consider the lived 

realities of women and refer to Islamic scholarship and thinking which is applicable to the realities 

of life in Maldives in the 21st century.206,207  Such reform must seek to improve the health, 

wellbeing and life opportunities of women and aim to establish their full human rights in light of 

similar progressive reform in Muslim societies elsewhere today. 

70) In paragraph 144, the State is correct in its assertion that Maldives has one of the highest divorce 

rates in the world, which is a well-recognised fact.208  Data available from statistics published by 

the judiciary shows that the measures to “control the high rates of divorce”, as described in the 

State report, are ineffective as the number of divorces remain near constant over the years (see 

Figure 15 below).   

 

 
205 Reproductive Health Knowledge and Behaviour of Young Unmarried Women in Maldives, UNFPA Maldives, 2011:26 
206 Wanted : Equality and Justice in in the Muslim Family, Musawah/Sisters in Islam, 2009 
207 Women’s rights and Islam : Why does Musawah say equality in the Muslim family is "necessary and possible", and how 
applicable are these claims to the Maldives' Muslim context?, UNFPA Maldives, 2019 (unpublished) 
208 Maldives holds Guinness world record for divorce rate, Minivan News - Archives, 22 January 2014, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/maldives-holds-guinness-world-record-for-divorce-rate-75770 (accessed : 26 
March 2020) 
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71) The State’s assertion in paragraph 145 about the availability of “clear evidence” on the 

establishment of measures to restrict re-marriage by men who fail to provide child support for 

existing children is not substantiated by evidence.  The reported measures put in place since 2012 

to ensure those entering polygamous marriages have the financial means are also not backed by 

evidence.  According to a 2019 research paper, “data available from the DJA [Department of 

Judicial Administration] shows that there were “165 marriages to a second wife” in 2015, while 

this figure declined to 157 in 2016, which is a 5% decrease. Anecdotal evidence suggest that 

polygamy is widespread in some of the islands outside Male’, although there is a need to establish 

this through credible data which is currently unavailable.”209 The State’s assertion in paragraph 

145 that preventive measures have “restricted the exercise of polygamy” is not evident from the 

data on polygamy provided by the Family Court for this report (see Figure 16 below).  Moreover, 

there are evident data discrepancies, indicating data unreliability.  It is critical that the State 

prioritises credible data production and use as a discipline and basic practice, in order to ensure 

meaningful decision-making as well as reporting to the CEDAW Committee and elsewhere. 

 

 
 

72) In paragraph 146 of the State report, the State once again reiterates its point about the Supreme 

Court’s regulation to deter child marriage, which is mentioned repeatedly in the report.  The 

outcome of this is evident from the data provided in Figure 17 below, which shows no registration 

of marriages of children from 2017.  However, since the passage of the Child Protection Act 

(19/2019) in November 2019 (after the report’s submission in April 2019), any ambiguity about 

the age of marriage has ceased in the legal framework, with the provision setting the age at all 

marriages to 18 years.  This is a very welcome development and the rigor of its application 

remains to be seen in the future. 

73) The issue of child marriage has been a particular concern during the reporting period, with 

findings from the Census 2014 showing 106 children aged 15-17 which amounts to 0.6% children 

in Maldives, were married at the time of the Census.210  Data obtained from the Family Court for 

this report shows that between 2012 to 2019, only 1 boy child marriage was registered, as 

opposed to 70 girl child marriages, indicating that overwhelmingly girls are subjected to this 

practice (see Figure 17 below).  The emergent practice of unregistered marriage has been a 

 
209 Women’s rights and Islam : Why does Musawah say equality in the Muslim family is "necessary and possible", and how 
applicable are these claims to the Maldives' Muslim context?, UNFPA Maldives, 2019:165-166 (unpublished) 
210 Children in Maldives : Analysis of Children in Maldives from Census 2014, UNICEF/NBS 
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serious issue that arose during the reporting period, with many indicators of these concerns 

existing prior to that, as documented in 2012.211  In 2014, the Chief Judge of the Family Court 

reportedly raised concerns that fatwas were being used to reject registering marriages.212  In late 

2019, a series of cases of unregistered alleged “child marriage” were exposed by media sources, 

revealing this practice by conservative and radicalised sectarian groups.213 According to one news 

report, the “out-of-court marriage is not a standalone incident” and the “ Maldives Police Service 

revealed that three child marriages were reported in 2014 while another incident was brought 

to attention in 2015 after an underage ‘bride’ became pregnant”. 214  The situation suggests that 

State authorities had not addressed the issue and the continuing inaction had led to these recent 

developments.  Following public outcry in response to the news reports in 2019, the authorities 

began to take action.  In November 2019, President Solih “established a special task force to 

investigate the case where a child "bride" was impregnated by rape under the justification of 

extremist religious ideologies.”215  The issue and reported cases of child sexual abuse and rape 

escalated to the point where President Solih established a Presidential Commission to Inquire 

into Child Rights Violations in February 2020.216 

 
74) Paragraphs 147-150 of the State report refers to the national human rights instrument (NHRI), 

the HRCM and its position, mandate and situation.  However, the Committee’s recommendation 

in its concluding observation (2015) on the NHRI and the response of the State report to the 

Committee (2019) appears to have a disconnect.  In 2014, the Supreme Court of Maldives 

initiated a suo moto case against the HRCM accusing the latter to have “unlawfully spread false 

information about the Supreme Court’s jurisdiction, the constitutional and legal procedures 

followed by the courts of the Maldivian judiciary in conducting trials and ensuring justice, and 

the procedures followed by the courts in releasing information”, in its report to the Universal 

 
211 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer Part III, page 83) 
212 Fatwas against registering marriages a huge challenge: Family Court chief judge, Minivan News - Archives, 27 April 2014, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/fatwas-against-registering-marriages-a-huge-challenge-family-court-chief-judge-
83630 (accessed : 23 Jan 2020) 
213 Authorities unaware of 13-year-old’s alleged marriage, Maldives Independent, 25 Nov 2019 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/authorities-unaware-of-13-year-olds-alleged-marriage-149463  
(accessed : 12 Jan 2020) 
214 Child Marriage in Maldives: Holding perpetrators and enablers accountable, The Edition, 11 Dec 2019 
https://edition.mv/report/13894 (accessed : 12 Jan 2020) 
215 President Solih assembles task force to investigate child "bride" case, The Edition, 28 November 2019, 
https://edition.mv/news/13657 (accessed : 23 Jan 2020) 
216 President Solih establishes Presidential Commission to Inquire into Child Rights Violations, The Edition, 21 February 
2020, https://edition.mv/news/15117 (accessed : 26 March 2020) 
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Periodic Review the same year.217  The Supreme Court ruled that the HRCM, which is an 

independent, Constitutionally mandated State institution, must abide by a set of guidelines 

produced by the Supreme Court, which raised widespread concern.218,219  The Supreme Court 

guidelines restricted the HRCM’s independence by ordering that any “work with foreign bodies” 

must be done with the “mediation of … relevant state institutions”.220  In  March 2016, a member 

of the HRCM stated in a press conference that the Commission’s independence had not be 

compromised by the Supreme Court’s restrictions.221  However, in October 2016, two former 

members of the HRCM, Jeehan Mahmood and Ahmed Tholal, submitted a case to the UN against 

the limitations imposed on the NHRI by the Supreme Court.222,223  The latest development is that 

in June 2019, former HRCM Commissioner Jeehan Mahmood who is now a member of 

parliament, submitted a resolution to the parliament stating that the decision of the Supreme 

Court is unconstitutional.224  Following certain parliamentary processes, the final resolution 

passed by a parliamentary committee which declared the Supreme Court’s decision 

unconstitutional, was passed with a majority vote in parliament in November 2019.225  Therefore, 

the State has successfully removed the barriers violating the independence of the HRCM as a 

result of the 2014 ruling by the then Supreme Court.  It is also pertinent to note that the entire 

Supreme Court bench has since changed, with the latest appointments made in September 2019 

with the appointment of two women judges.226  This is a historic positive development for 

women’s participation in the judiciary in the Maldives.227 

 

Recommendations : 

a) Review and initiate the complete withdrawal of reservation on Article 16. 

 
217 Translation : Supreme Court v. HRCM, Minivan News - Archives, 24 June 2015, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/translation-supreme-court-v-hrcm-100080 (accessed : 26 March 2020) 
218 Criticism mounts against Supreme Court, Minivan News - Archives, 20 June 2015, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/criticism-mounts-over-supreme-courts-verdict-against-hrcm-99914 (accessed : 
26 March 2020) 
219 Supreme Court verdict against HRCM ‘an act of reprisal,’ says UN experts, Minivan News - Archives, 19 June 2015, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/supreme-court-verdict-against-hrcm-an-act-of-reprisal-says-un-experts-99905 
(accessed : 26 March 2020) 
220 Translation : Supreme Court v. HRCM, Minivan News - Archives, 24 June 2015, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/translation-supreme-court-v-hrcm-100080 (accessed : 26 March 2020) 
221 Human rights watchdog defends restrictions imposed by Supreme Court, Maldives Independent, 28 March 2016, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/human-rights-watchdog-defends-restrictions-imposed-by-supreme-court-
123077 (accessed : 26 March 2020) 
222 Former members seek UN protection for human rights watchdog, Maldives Independent, 9 October 2016, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/former-members-approach-un-to-protect-countrys-human-rights-watchdog-
127050 (accessed : 26 March 2020) 
223 Reprisals | Groundbreaking legal proceedings filed against the Maldives, International Service for Human Rights (ISHR), 
6 October 2016, http://www.ishr.ch/news/reprisals-groundbreaking-legal-proceedings-filed-against-maldives (accessed : 
26 March 2020) 
224 Majlis accepts resolution against SC guidelines for HRCM, 26 June 2019, Raajje.mv, https://raajje.mv/58574  (accessed : 
26 March 2020) 
225 Web page of the People’s Majlis holding the documents in connection with the Resolution submitted due to the 
violation of the powers of the Constitutionally established Human Rights Commission by the Constitutionally established 
Supreme Court in contravention of the said Constitution [translated from Dhivehi] by Hinnavaru Constituency MP Jeehan 
Mahmood on 25 June 2019, https://majlis.gov.mv/dv/19-parliament/parliament-work/236 (accessed : 27 March 2020) 
226 President Solih appoints first female justices to top court, The Edition, 4 September 2019, 
https://edition.mv/news/12245 (accessed : 27 March 2020) 
227 

[Translation : The appointment of women judges to the Supreme Court of Maldives for the first time] 
Press Statement, 03 September 2019, Uthema, https://uthema.org/noosbayaan-scanhenfandiyaarun/ (accessed : 27 
March 2020) 

https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/translation-supreme-court-v-hrcm-100080
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/criticism-mounts-over-supreme-courts-verdict-against-hrcm-99914
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/supreme-court-verdict-against-hrcm-an-act-of-reprisal-says-un-experts-99905
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/translation-supreme-court-v-hrcm-100080
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/human-rights-watchdog-defends-restrictions-imposed-by-supreme-court-123077
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/human-rights-watchdog-defends-restrictions-imposed-by-supreme-court-123077
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/former-members-approach-un-to-protect-countrys-human-rights-watchdog-127050
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/former-members-approach-un-to-protect-countrys-human-rights-watchdog-127050
http://www.ishr.ch/news/reprisals-groundbreaking-legal-proceedings-filed-against-maldives
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b) Review and amend the Family Law consistent with gender equality principles in Islam and best 

practices from progressive Muslim. 

 

11) Data collection and analysis 

 

75) Paragraph 151 of the State report refers to the availability of data to assess progress in 

development.  However, as the State report as a whole shows from its own data poverty, the 

production, use and analysis of data to understand the developmental challenges and progress 

made require much investment and improvement.  There is a need to promote a culture of data 

generation and use, to support evidence-based policy making in all sectors in Maldives.  Current 

major data gaps on national development issues affecting women include the dearth of data on 

the informal sector, where women’s participation is 40% while the same for men is 31%.228  

Nevertheless, in the context of Maldives where the majority of the population is based in small 

communities where most women work in the informal sector to supplement household income, 

this data itself is questionable.  Therefore, the reliability of data also remains a key concern.  

Changes to the political establishment since 2008 has seen considerable shocks to the 

governance system in the Maldives, one of which is the national data production entity, the NBS 

and the management of administrative data as a whole.  Inter-sectoral, inter-agency 

disconnection plays a key role in the lack of reliable data and as such, the State as a priority, must 

invest to strengthen institutional administrative data management and sharing to support the 

holistic management of national level data and its accessibility.  The arbitrary nature of data 

availability is problematic for civil society actors.  In some instances, State institutions that do not 

practice transparent governance and information sharing hinder access to data.  It is the 

experience of this research effort that the AGO used the Right to Information Act as a barrier to 

access data on sexual harassment in the workplace.  In the same area, request for information 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs met with silence. 

76) It is acknowledged that efforts are being made by the NBS to engage with civil society actors to 

improve the situation of gender disaggregated data generation, management, dissemination and 

access.  The NBS in collaboration with international NGO Paris 21 is in the process of assessing 

the situation of gender statistics in the Maldives.229  Uthema can report its engagement with the 

NBS, which is currently working with technical assistance from external expert groups, to 

collaborate to strengthen gender statistics and citizen generated data to better understand the 

developmental situation of women in the Maldives.  The efforts of NBS to support the capacity 

development of relevant stakeholders including civil society to increase comprehension and use 

of development data is also acknowledged.  

 

Recommendations : 

a) Improve institutional administrative gender-disaggregated data production,  management, 

sharing and public dissemination to increase public understanding and engagement in 

development activities and results. 

b) Initiate measures within and across institutions improving coordination to share data and 

increase data transparency and availability to civil society as well as the general public. 

 

 
228 International Women’s Day gender statistics leaflet, National Bureau of Statistics, Maldives, 8 March 2020 
229 Maldives Gender Statistics Assessment, March 2020, NBS/Paris 21 (unpublished) 
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12) Dissemination 

 

77) Paragraph 152 of the State report informs that the concluding observations of the Committee to 

the Fourth and Fifth Periodic State Report “were translated and disseminated to all government 

departments” and “made available to civil society”.  Uthema, which was established in 2016, has 

not had sight of the said translation in Dhivehi. It is also advisable in such a situation to provide 

a website link to such publicly available documents. 

 

 

________________________________________ 
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Part III  
Detailed assessment of the section on Article 13, equality in  

economic and social life, including access to credit and social security and Article 14 on rural women. 

 

Articles 11, 13 and 14         

(Issues, Responses & Recommendations) 

 

13) Article 11 : Equality in Employment 

 

78) Para 72 of the State Report refers to women’s rights in the labour market and the enaction of 

laws to protect the rights of workers in formal employment.  However, economic inequality is 

one of the most pronounced forms of gender inequality in the Maldives. As available data 

provided in Figure 18 below shows, the situation of women is significantly worse compared to 

men in terms of overall human development in the country.  Human development analyses 

typically look at life expectancy, years of schooling and per capita income. In the Maldives, 

women fare better with regard to life expectancy and expected years of schooling although a 

significant per capita income gap exists between women and men.  This contributes to the overall 

gap in human development performance between women and men indicating women’s ongoing 

exclusion in the national economy.  The latest Household Income and Expenditure survey (HIES) 

report shows that overall, “unemployment rate was 6.1 percent, which is considerably higher 

among men (6.4 percent) than among women (5.6 percent).”230  

 

GDI performance : Maldives Women Men 

Human development performance of 
women and men 

0.689 0.734 

Life expectancy 80.5 years 77.2 years 

Expected years of schooling 12.2 years 12 years 

Mean years of schooling 6.7 years 6.9 years 

GNI per capita (US$) 7,454.00 15,576.00 

Maldives GDI: (female to male ratio of HDI performance): 0.939 

Source : Human Development Report, 2019, UNDP 

 

79) Paragraphs 73-74 of the State report refers to a range of issues related to employment including  

non-discrimination, equal pay, promotion, decent working hours, the space to voice grievances, 

overtime, annual and sick leave, guidelines for workplace safety, maternity and parental leave. 

While policies and laws supporting these areas exist, system-wide implementation is lacking. 

During the consultation for the purpose of this report it was evident that the space to raise 

grievances is yet to be cultivated as employees get labelled and bullied for raising workplace 

concerns. Key informant interviews with representatives of the Maldives Health Professionals 

Union (MHPU) highlighted the inconsistencies of government employment regulations applicable 

to specific professional categories in the health sector. While a technical job structure and 

 
230 Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016 (HIES), Statistical Release III : Employment, National Bureau of 
Statistics, Ministry of Finance & Treasury, 2016:22 

Figure 18 
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HDR Report, 

UNDP, 2019 
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promotion structure exists for nurses and doctors, the same does not exist for other technical 

categories such as the laboratory technicians. According to MHPU, the technical job structure 

has been pending approval by the Pay Commission since 2016. MHPU noted that due to this, 

there are laboratory technicians who have been getting the same salary without any promotions 

for over 15 years irrespective of their educational advancement.  MHPU raised concerns over 

occupational health and safety standards in their working environment where conditions do not 

facilitate regular meal times, rest and prevention of exposure to toxic chemicals and medical 

waste. Feedback from the interview indicated that some of the laboratory technicians have to 

work for more than 08-10 hour shift duties in the hospitals in the islands. It was further noted 

that many facilities are not sufficiently staffed and with only one lab technician, they work under 

a lot of pressure and are unable to attend to personal or medical emergencies.  Women health 

professionals and others who do shift duties are deprived of the right to rest and leisure due to 

the unpaid care and domestic work-load at home.  Although employment related laws exist, 

implementation remains a serious issue.  Additionally, there is virtually no research on the abuse 

of workers’ rights in the private sector. Two interviewees during field consultations stated that 

the catering company they work for have not given an employment contract, hence were not 

given any days off or annual leave. 

80) Paragraph 75 of the State report mentions the adoption of  the SHPA which is described to be 

among the final gaps in the legal framework to address non-discrimination in the workforce. 

However existing practice indicates that similar to the employment law, the SHPAs 

implementation is virtually absent (see also Part II, section 1 of this report).  Available research 

shows that 62% of consulted ministries do not have the 3-member internal committee or a policy 

to address the issue of sexual harassment in the workplace.231  Despite Constitutional safeguards 

to ensure accountability, the State continues to fail to address this widespread issue within the 

Civil Service and elsewhere, especially in the private sector where legal oversight is negligible.232 

81) Paragraphs 77-79 of the State report highlights the issues of low LFPR in the Maldives at 58%, 

with women’s LFPR at 42% and men at 75% (also see Figure 19). The largest employer in the 

Maldives is the State which employs the largest share of employed women in the country.  The 

State is also a prospective employer, but it cannot expand and grow in the current economic 

context.  The HIES report shows that the public sector is the main employer in the Maldives, 

providing jobs for 39% of the employed population.233  It is also the only employment sector in 

the country where the share of women employment is higher than that of men indicating the 

high dependency of women on this sector.  However, the state’s ability to expand its human 

resource base and absorb the expanding working population and unemployed women is limited 

due to government spending controls and unfavorable fiscal situation.  Therefore, school leavers 

and graduates, especially women have limited employment prospects in the public. The data in 

Figure 20 provides evidence that the Civil Service is not expanding which in turn will restrict 

employment opportunities for women.  The impact on women’s LFPR in the Maldives is expected 

to deteriorate further in the prevailing public health pandemic and post-pandemic global 

economic situation.  

 
231 Survey to assess the implementation of Law No. 16/2004 (Sexual Harassment and Abuse Prevention Act), Hope for 
Women NGO, 2018 [Dhivehi] 
232 Review of Appointment and Dismissal of Members of Selected Independent Institutions of Maldives, 2008-2016, 
Transparency Maldives, Maldives 
233 Statistical Release III : Employment, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016, NBS/MoFT, p.52 
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82) As stated in paragraph 79 of the State report women choose to be voluntarily unemployed due 

to domestic responsibilities. The HIES data shows that “most women outside the labour force 

were not seeking a job due to household chores / babysitting (49%) compared to 3% of men”.234 

The data further shows that one third of the men (34%) prefer to work in the government while 

nearly half of the women (46%) who are not employed prefer to work at home or home-based 

work.  This indicates that women primarily bear domestic responsibilities which is reflected in 

the time use data differentials between men and women as mentioned in the State report 

(women spend on average six hours a day on unpaid care work in the home, as compared to men 

who spend 3 hours a day on average). The absence of day care facilities in the atolls and the 

absence of affordable day care in the country restricts women’s access to employment or women 

continuing in employment after child birth. Similarly feedback from the majority of interviews 

and focus group discussions (FGDs) indicated that the present school system’s demands and 

school timings are not conducive for working mothers or both parents as they have to conduct 

several rounds of school pick-up and drop-offs daily. The government’s decision to support 6 

months maternity leave in the civil service and some State Owned Enterprises (SOEs) as 

mentioned in the State report is a step in the right direction. However, the private sector does 

not offer such benefits and need to get in line with the government’s progressive policy, in order 

to support women’s economic role. Feedback from FGD participants for this research indicated 

the need for flexible working arrangements (work from home/flexible hours) which can further 

enable women to stay active in their career after having children. More importantly, working 

mothers highlighted the need for supportive work environments and an understanding culture 

amongst management and staff to meet their needs. FGD feedback from working mothers 

 
234 ibid:93-94 
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provided the anecdote of one participant losing her job at a private commercial bank due to 

pregnancy as she was on a time-bound contract.  Therefore, it is evident that the job security and 

other benefits that exist for public sector employees do not apply in the private sector. 

83) Paragraph 81 of the State report refers to public policies to extend social protection coverage to 

women in the informal economy and self-employed women which is discussed in Part III, section 

14 of this report. 

84) Paragraph 82 of the State report relates to the predominance of expatriate workers in the  

tourism sector which is the largest industry in Maldives. The same applies to the construction 

sector.  Employment of women in both these industries is negligible, which consequently narrows 

the availability of job opportunities for women in the private sector as a whole, which according 

to the HIES, constitutes one third of the jobs market.  In 2018, tourism directly accounted for 

24.5% of GDP and indirectly up to 60%.235 The construction sector accounted for 6.8% of GDP, 

higher than fisheries, agriculture and fishery related industries. However, the female 

employment, particularly local female employment in these industries is negligible.  According to 

a 2019 study, 94% of employees in the construction sector are male.236 Data available from the 

NBS shows that in the tourism sector, Maldivian women’s participation is at 7.4%, as opposed to 

93% for Maldivian men.237  Women in Maldives do not seek employment in the tourism sector 

due to several reasons.  Besides lack of access to opportunities, these include the challenge of 

relocating to resort islands, negative views and taboos associated with women working on 

resorts and having to work in male dominated environments often associated with sexual 

harassment and personal safety issues. Similarly, the construction sector involves labour work 

and unfavourable working conditions, particularly for women. Neither sector provides 

competitive salaries for Maldivians which result in the two largest industries in the economy 

being occupied primarily by expatriate/migrant workers. 

85) As observed in paragraphs 79 and 83 of the State report, unpaid care work remains a key 

challenge for women to stay in gainful employment. Similarly, higher education levels and 

qualification do not translate into higher levels of employment, higher levels of decision making 

and higher levels of pay for women. It is widely recognized that there is a close relationship 

between educational achievement and employment opportunities, access to leadership 

positions and levels of pay. The HIES shows that out of the employed population, more than 20% 

of employed women have reached certificate/diploma level education, against 14% among men 

and 11% of employed women have university education as opposed to 7% men.238  On the 

contrary, of all people employed in decision-making and management roles, only 19.5% are 

women (also see Figure 9, civil service ranks data). This rate is under the world average of one 

third. The pay gap between employed women and men is significant. The gender pay gap for 

Maldivians is 26% meaning on average Maldivian women earn MVR 22.51 per hour less than 

men.239  Notably, the HIES also found that “foreign women earn higher earnings compared to 

local women” indicated by a 20% resident population gender pay gap versus the aforementioned 

26%.240  The survey also showed the prevailing income difference among men and women, where 

the average monthly earnings at main job was MVR 10,229 and significantly lower for women 

 
235 Statistical Yearbook of Maldives 2017, National Bureau of Statistics, Ministry of Finance & Treasury  
236 Country Gender Assessment of Agriculture and the Rural Sector in Maldives, 2019, FAO 
237 Census 2014 data obtained from NBS, March 2020 
238 Statistical Release III : Employment, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016, NBS/MoFT, p.62 
239 ibid:80 
240 ibid 
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(MVR 7,510) vis-a-vis men (MVR 11,977).241 FGDs conducted with working mothers for this 

research indicated that women’s career progression is affected by leaving the workforce after 

giving birth, taking long maternity breaks which limit their chances and ambitions to move up the 

employment ladder.  Feedback from FGD participants also pointed to the work environment and 

culture where working mothers are looked down upon in the workplace for taking time for 

personal/domestic purposes such as attending parent’s meetings or for not spending long hours 

in the office.  However, participants viewed working mothers to be typically more productive 

because they are more organized in the work place. FGD participants observed that men stay 

longer in the office, use that time for networking and showing that they achieve results which 

benefits their career progression, whereas working mothers with care work responsibilities do 

not have the time to network. 

86) Paragraphs 84-85 of the State report relates to the situation of persons with disabilities (PWDs) 

noting the decision taken by the government in 2016 for SOEs to employ PWDs as a progressive 

development.  While this programme is a favourable step to promote PWD employment, other 

systemic barriers exist. For example, Civil Service employment criteria requires completion of 

schooling for most employment categories in the sector, and while PWDs may not have had 

access to schooling, many have professional qualifications that make them fit for the job profile. 

Yet, the civil service recruitment systematically excludes the employment opportunities for PWDs 

due to the existing regulations and criteria.  This practice contradicts the provisions of the 

Disability Act (2010), the Disability Regulation (2011) and the Disability Policy (2013) of the 

government promoting PWD employment.  Furthermore, the government has not been able to 

incentivise the private sector to employ PWDs and the uptake of women PWDs in formal 

employment remains low.  The State report indicates that from the 283 PWDs employed under 

the programme, only 27% were women and observes the prevailing challenges. Consultations 

with the current head of the NGO, Care Society (one of the oldest NGO’s working on PWD rights) 

revealed that the PWD employment program was too ambitious and started without creating a 

conducive supportive environment for PWDs that had never existed (see also Box 1 below).  

Furthermore, as observed in the State report, PWDs are even more vulnerable to sexual 

harassment in the workplace which remain yet to be identified through research and addressed.  

Given the fundamental weaknesses in the implementation of the SHPA discussed elsewhere in 

this report, the State has a duty of care to address this situation as a priority, to improve the de 

facto situation of all women. According to a key informant for this research, the PWD 

employment program should have been designed as a pilot initiative implemented in selected 

institutions where basic support structures were created. Another PWD targeted programme is 

the SME loan finance from the SME Development Finance Corporation (SDFC) established in 

2019.  Consultations with the head of the SDFC indicated that while PWDs were a target group 

of the SME loan programme, no female PWD have accessed a loan from the bank to date. 

 
241 ibid:21 
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Recommendations : 

a) Establish gender inclusion targets for the tourism industry and work closely with private sector 

to implement women-friendly employment policies such as transport/commuting service, safe 

working environments, childcare service and flexible working arrangements. 

b) Expedite the availability of affordable childcare services and flexible working arrangements in 

state entities and promote a positive work culture for working mothers through awareness 

raising among all staff and management on their situation. 

c) Conduct a study to identify feasible online services/outsourcing of resort operations for women 

who work from home.  

d) Integrate gender inclusion targets into new tourism diversification projects  

e) Conduct research to study the gender impact of the nascent guest house tourism industry.  

f) Facilitate career counselling and job matching for women who take career breaks after child 

birth.  

g) Raise awareness in both public and private sectors on reducing sexual harassment in the 

workplace, creating and monitoring safe work environments and standards for women 

including women PWDs.  

h) Conduct a national campaign to recognize and value unpaid care work of women to promote 

sharing of household responsibilities between men and women to allow women to balance 

career and domestic responsibilities alongside men. 

 

14)  Article 13 : Equality in economic and social life, including access to credit and social security 

 

87) Paragraph 105-107 of the State report provides information on access to finance and business.  

Data obtained from the Maldives Monetary Authority (MMA) for this report shows that, by the 

end of April 2019, the total household depositors among the resident population in Maldives is 

385,625, consisting of 145,165 women and 240,460 men.  Total household borrowers during this 

period is 58,309, that is 17,040 women and 41,269 men. The household borrowers consist of 

small to medium enterprise (SME) loans by the Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture (MoFA)242, 

 
242 MoFA is now known as Ministry of Fisheries, Marine Research and Agriculture (MoFMRA) 

Box 1 – Case Study : experiences of an employed PWD 

A woman PWD rights advocate who is herself a PWD who is employed in an SOE explained that her work 

environment is supportive and responsive to her needs where she was given initial orientation and regular 

support as and when needed. She observed this situation is the exception and not the norm. While the 

government job programme for PWDs was a stepping stone for their independence, several PWDs lost 

their jobs due to unfavourable work environments and the distress they underwent as a result, which 

according to her was acute.  She believes that this would have been minimised had the government 

implemented the programme in a systematic manner.  She explained that government policies and actions 

put all PWDs in one basket, while PWDs have different abilities and challenges.  In addition, systems are 

created in a manner where dependency is further reinforced at home and in the external environment.  

She further observed inconsistencies in the government support systems where on the one hand, 

employment for PWDs were being promoted while on the other hand, PWD engagement in the sports 

sector, for instance, was being undermined.  She described her personal experience of gender-based 

discrimination as a PWD sportswoman. She was selected to represent the country at an international 

tournament and was doing intensive training to prepare. However, she was informed last minute that she 

had been de-selected and instead, a male PWD was given her place by the government.  
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until the inauguration of the SDFC in March 2019.243  The depositors will include those who 

opened accounts specifically for the purpose of receiving cash allowances such as the single 

parents’ allowance, disability allowance and old age pension allowance. The data shows that 

among depositors and borrowers, a significant discrepancy exists between men and women 

although these figures also include foreign nationals. 

88) In the distribution of employment types, the HIES survey shows that women are more likely to 

be own-account workers (21%) than men (9%).244  Among these, few work as “contributing family 

members” (4% of women vs 2% of men), a small proportion of women work as “employer or 

owner” (2% men and 7% women) and as “group worker” (7% men and 1% women).245  

Opportunities to sustain SMEs and home-based work of women entrepreneurs is therefore 

critical to increase women’s economic role and financial independence.  According to a report on 

women entrepreneurship, women in the Maldives mainly start their businesses to give extra 

support to family.246  Other reasons highlighted in the study include (1) to give side support to 

the family, (2) difficulty finding a job, (3) to balance work-family life, (4) to utilize free time, (5) to 

capture market opportunities, and (6) to earn extra income while working at home. This further 

indicates the importance of entrepreneurship development for women as it is a more suitable 

and flexible form of employment than wage employment which meets the needs of women 

taking domestic responsibilities. 

89) Access to credit is a major challenge for women entrepreneurs, although the government has 

introduced schemes to address access to finance issues women face. The challenges include 

women’s lack of ownership of assets (homes, vehicles, boats) that can be collateralised to obtain 

credit, information gap on available credit opportunities, lack of mobility and time to engage with 

banks to process documents, and an inability to afford private services to develop the 

documentation needed to apply for loans.  For example, the 2017 transport statistics show that 

only 16% of motorcycles and cars are registered to women.247 Research shows that women 

depend on their partners to obtain land and assets, although savings of both partners are often 

used to build homes and establish farms.248  There is no regulatory system to ensure that women 

have access to land and other productive assets after a divorce or separation and the law as it 

stands provide no remedy (see also Part I, 1(f) of this report).249  According to the Census 2006 

gender analysis, house/property ownership by women stood at 31.3% as opposed to 65.5% 

among men, with joint ownership of housing at just 3.1%.250  There is no updated home 

ownership data collected in the most recent Census in 2014.   The 2019 FAO gender assessment 

highlights that home ownership among women in Laamu Atoll was 23%.251  Furthermore, a 

consulted local authority for that study is reported to be aware of cases of divorced women 

forced to leave their homes after years of contributions to the marriage, exposing them to 

 
243 President opens first SME bank in Maldives, Maldives Independent, 18 March 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/business/first-sme-bank-opens-in-maldives-144338 (accessed : 10 April 2020) 
244 Statistical Release III : Employment, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016, NBS/MoFT, p.47 
245 ibid 
246 Issues, Challenges and Prospects of Women-owned Small and Medium Scale Enterprises in Maldives, Premaratne, S.P. 
and Kudaliyanage, G, International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, Volume 6, Issue 9, September 2016 
247 Country Gender Assessment of Agriculture and the Rural Sector in Maldives, 2019, FAO 
248 ibid 
249 ibid 
250 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 

Women NGO, 30 September 2012 
251 Country Gender Assessment of Agriculture and the Rural Sector in Maldives, FAO, 2019:14 
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multiple vulnerabilities.252  Box 2 below provides insights from an interview with a line of credit 

facility (LCF) beneficiary of a loan scheme consulted for this research.  Most women owned 

home-based businesses operate on a micro-scale and the lack of meaningful access to credit, 

limited savings and absence of an enabling environment limit women’s ability to venture into 

formal business start-up, expansion and/or diversification. 

90) According to the 2019 FAO study,  “women account for 84 percent of home-based workers” in 

the Maldives.253  However, access to land or work-space is extremely challenging for home-based 

women entrepreneurs.  The 2016 HIES found more than one third (35%) among employed 

women in the atolls and 16% of employed women in Male’ earn their livelihoods by working in 

their homes or living quarters.254  This highlights the dependency of women entrepreneurs on 

land/space in their homes to run their businesses.255  FGDs conducted for this research with 

home-based workers and working mothers in the greater Male’ region indicated that crammed 

urban living conditions limit their ability to manage home based businesses. In addition, 

stakeholders inform that the design of urban housing and particularly social housing does not 

facilitate women’s home-based business activities. One entrepreneur who scaled up her food 

processing, spice production and packaging business described her challenges of using industrial 

machinery in a small rented space in Male’.  According to her, the police visits her facility 

frequently because neighbours complain about the noise generated by the machinery she has to 

use.  She informed that despite visits to many ministries and the Housing Development 

Corporation that leases land in Hulhumale’ island, she has not been able to secure business space 

for her processing facility in the Hulhumale’ industrial zone.  Such home-based food catering 

businesses are unable to upgrade or scale up their businesses to fully fledged café/eateries 

because of the unavailability of affordable space in the high-rent urban Male’ region. 

91) The impact of government initiatives to bridge the credit gap is not fully understood.  Data 

provided in Figure 21 refers to various loan schemes run by the government targeting SMEs 

during the reporting cycle. Administrative data obtained from the Ministry of Economic 

Development for this report shows that for the six SME loan schemes conducted in the past four 

years, on average 25% of loan scheme beneficiaries were women (see Figure 21).  This suggests 

that gender-based targeting of the loan programmes are not effective, and that a large majority 

of loan beneficiaries are men, although women face multiple challenges to access credit.  Further 

information collected for this research indicated limited impact assessments of the government’s 

loan schemes (see also case study in Box 2). 

 

 

 

 
252 ibid 
253 Country Gender Assessment of Agriculture and the Rural Sector in Maldives, 2019, FAO, pg.24 
254 Statistical Release III : Employment, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016, NBS/MoFT, p.52 
255 Women at Work, Kulhudhuffushi, Uthema, March 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_L0I0g_0d4U&list=PLZQL_QMqfnbBXLU-R7CBSCPWre94Z_y38&index=3&t=14s 
(accessed : 10 April 2020) 

SME Loan schemes run by the Government 

Name of the Loan Scheme Female  Male % Female  

GETSET 2015 17 55 23.61 

GETSET 2017 24 51 32.00 

SME 2016 26 69 27.37 

SME 2017 22 67 24.72 

FM 2015 6 36 14.29 

Line of Credit Facility (LCF) 2014 29 69 29.59 
 

Figure 21 

SME loan schemes 

run by the 

government. 

Source : 

Ministry of Economic 

Development,  

Sept. 2019 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_L0I0g_0d4U&list=PLZQL_QMqfnbBXLU-R7CBSCPWre94Z_y38&index=3&t=14s
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92) The SDFC which was established in 2019 prioritises applications from women, youth and people 

with special needs. SDFC targeted areas for loan schemes are for local tourism, agriculture, 

manufacturing, information and communication technology, and fisheries.  Since this is a newly 

established institution, there are only a few female loan applicants to date, according to the 

Director of SDFC.  Efforts to obtain loan disbursement data from the institution for this research 

was unsuccessful.  The 2019 FAO gender assessment observed that one of the challenges faced 

by loans schemes targeting women is the incidence of women applying for loans to support men-

led businesses, such as on behalf of husbands or male relatives.  A result of this is that “the 

women involved must face the debt accrued from unpaid loans” despite their limited 

involvement in obtaining the loan.256 

93) Other issues related to government loan schemes include the lack of credit for SMEs as the 

majority of loan schemes targeted micro-businesses and home-based workers. Consultation with 

a woman entrepreneur who had been successfully running an SME in Male’ for 25 years 

highlighted that commercial loans were not affordable to them despite being an established 

business.  According to her, financing opportunities were limited for female entrepreneurs who 

want to start up or expand an SME, and the loan sizes available from the government financing 

schemes are not adequate.  Moreover, the equity required to access conventional loans is too 

high and with limited asset ownership, most women rely on family and friend networks to access 

financial support in many instances. She also observed a general attitude of lack of confidence 

by government and banks towards women entrepreneurs’ ability to succeed with SMEs. Based 

on experience, she proposed that the government’s SME support services must cater to all 

stakeholders in the SME ecosystem and targeted activities should be designed to benefit women 

owned or women led small and medium scale businesses.  

94) The impact of government-run and donor-funded SME support programmes have not been 

sufficiently positive for women.  Figure 22 below summarizes some of the key SME development 

programmes implemented by the government and shows that a sizeable sum of USD 34.2 million 

have been committed to SME development activities over the last decade.  A large portion of 

 
256 Country Gender Assessment of Agriculture and the Rural Sector in Maldives, 2019, FAO, p.33  

BOX 2 – Case study : SME Loan Scheme beneficiary 
 

The following account was obtained from a government LCF loan beneficiary. 

It sheds light into the lived experience of women seeking business capital from such schemes. 
 

Aisha (not her real name) obtained the loan in 2018, to embark on a small business initiative to supply 

snacks to shops and restaurants in her island. She explained that she was able to access the loan because 

she already had a regular salary from her main job. While she only needed an MVR 10,000 loan to kick-

start her new small business, she was required to take a loan of MVR 50,000 because that was the 

minimum loan amount given by the LCF scheme. This effectively forced Aisha to bear an unnecessary 

multiple-fold increase on her personal debt burden.  Aisha's business initiative did not succeed and she 

was left with the tools she invested for the business. Personal hardships also resulted in her accessing the 

loan funds for non-business needs, with her husband becoming unemployed and a family of three children 

to care for. In addition to being forced to take a much higher loan amount than necessary, she was also 

unable to return the unused amount early, due to the terms of the loan.  The situation left her financially 

worse-off than prior to accessing the loan scheme.  Aisha's experience is indicative of the overall 

unfriendliness of the LCF loan scheme for women and families who venture into the SME space to improve 

the life situation of themselves and families. 



Page 54 of 73 
Uthema-CFLI/Comprehensive-Shadow-Report-to-6th-State-Report-CEDAW/April2020 

these funds are loans obtained by the Government of Maldives. While only one project is 

currently ongoing, most of these projects have not been assessed for their results and impact 

except for one project evaluation report. Therefore, data is missing on how well the projects have 

targeted women entrepreneurs and how well the projects benefited women-led and women 

owned businesses. FGDs and interviews held with participants of such projects for the purpose 

of this report found that the projects have not widely benefited its intended beneficiaries. One 

participant gave the example of the SABAH project funded by the SAARC development fund in 

which a SABAH cooperative was set up in Maldives to buy and promote local products and 

women entrepreneurs were asked to buy shares of the cooperative.  According to the participant, 

she bought MVR 2000.00 worth of shares but the cooperative has been ineffective and she has 

no information of what the money had been used for.  Additionally, while project teams promised 

her a range of support services to upgrade her food processing business, she received nothing. 

FGD participants consisting of home-based workers and working mothers who have micro-

businesses (that they do in their spare time) are unaware of the type of support services available 

from the government for home-based businesses.  This includes the work of the Business Centres 

under the SOEs, namely the Business Centre Corporation (BCC). Efforts to determine impact of 

the Business Centres in one of the northern atolls during the field work for this research was 

unsuccessful, as it had recently recruited new staff who were unable to share information of the 

centre’s work in the region. 

 
Figure 22 : Donor funded projects implemented by the government to support SMEs  

(Data sourced from donor websites accessed February 2020)  

 

Donor funded projects implemented by the government to support SMEs 

Donors/Multilateral Partners Amount Duration 

Asian Development Bank (ADB) - - 

Small and medium enterprise finance and leasing (Loan) USD 4.5m 2007-2011 

Private Sector Development Project (Loan) USD 7.5m 2008-2014 

Inclusive Micro, Small, and Medium-Sized Enterprise Development 
Project (Grant) 

USD 4.45m 2012-2018 

Inclusive Micro, Small, and Medium-Sized Enterprise Development 
Project (Loan) 

USD 2.91m 2012-2019 

Islamic Development Bank - - 

Inclusive Micro, Small, and Medium-Sized Enterprise Development 
Project - (Loan) 

USD 10.5m 2012-2021 

Microfinance project to the Bank of Maldives - (Loan) USD 3.1m 2005-2011 

SAARC Development Fund - - 

Strengthening the livelihood initiative for home based workers in SAARC 
Region (SABAH) project (Grant) 

USD 1.2m 2008-2014 

Total USD 34.2m - 
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95) Common challenges faced by women-led SMEs include difficulties in transportation and 

marketing, competing demand related to household chores, difficulties in licensing procedures, 

finding staff with the right skills plus the willingness and ability to work.257 FGD participants 

consulted for this research informed that the lack of availability of raw materials at a cost- 

effective rate makes their products uncompetitive when compared with mass produced imports 

(see also Box 3).  They also highlighted time as a major barrier, as some of them juggle a range of 

responsibilities from full time employment, part-time business and domestic responsibilities 

including childcare. 

96) Paragraphs 109-112 of the State report informs about the services provided through the National 

Social Protection Agency (NSPA).   Although the Social Protection Act 2/2014 came into effect 6 

years ago and the NSPA was established in 2008, there is no holistic social protection system in 

the Maldives. The single parent allowance (SPA), foster-care allowance (FCA), disability 

allowance, old age pension allowance and the food subsidy allowance are all conditional cash 

transfers given to whoever seeks these allowances, often the reach is minimal except the old-age 

pension allowance. A UNICEF Maldives study on single parent and foster-care allowance reveals 

that in general the current approach to social protection in Maldives is fragmented and ill-

defined.258 Maldives has yet to develop a concrete scope and definition for the social protection 

sector and yet to envisage what will be a well-coordinated social welfare system. Additionally, 

the current system lacks the desired social welfare system envisioned in the government’s 

Strategic Action Plan (SAP).259  Findings of the report reveals that the current design of the 

scheme exposes the beneficiaries and their children to unnecessary stigma, social exclusion and 

discrimination, and the scheme appears to “encourage dependence as a result of subjecting 

 
257 Issues, Challenges and Prospects of Women-owned Small and Medium Scale Enterprises in Maldives, Premaratne, S.P. 
and Kudaliyanage, G, International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, Volume 6, Issue 9, September 2016 
258 Evaluation of the Single Parent and Foster Care Social Protection Schemes in the Maldives, UNICEF Maldives, 2020 
(unpublished)  
259 ibid  

BOX 3 – Case Study : woman-led artisan SME  

It is extremely difficult to operate an artisan SME in the Maldives as it is a relatively new sector with no 

available support services. The consulted artisan is fortunate to collaborate with Island Bazaar, an initiative 

where the outlet gives space to show-case and market products by artisans affiliated to the shop. One of 

the main challenges is that the government does not have a holistic regulatory framework to classify various 

types of products in the market, weighted for quality, creativity or for being locally sourced and/or 

produced. Additionally, the government has thus far not created a platform and acted as a medium to 

promote local artists and artisans to market their products in the tourism sector.  While the consulted 

artisan has managed to reach some resorts, over the past 4 years, her struggle has been in the areas of 

product pricing and delays in receiving payment from resorts which treat small SMEs in the same way as 

large suppliers of bulk goods.  For an SME, every payment is crucial and linked to various other operational 

costs. Finding local suppliers is also difficult as the Ministry of Economic Development’s Business Centre 

Corporation (BCC) does not have a list of local suppliers to facilitate materials sourcing locally.  The BCC, 

which was formed in 2017 has the potential to operate as an intermediary between artisan SMEs, resorts 

and other markets. In early 2020, the BCC opened an outlet at the Velana International Airport Duty Free, 

where artisan products are show-cased. In terms of value based pricing, opportunities to participate in big 

trade fairs, product marketing, connecting local suppliers and producers based in the islands, much more 

needs to be done. A further challenge to women-led SMEs include lack of affordable childcare, availability 

of meeting spaces for home-based workers and access to credit facilities. 
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families to a means test.”260  Due to the complexity and cost involved in the application process, 

combined with inadequate awareness about the schemes, many eligible beneficiaries are not 

being served by the scheme.261  The study also found that there is no systematized monitoring 

and evaluation framework established to assess the effectiveness of the schemes.  At the same 

time there is no system to receive feedback from the public. Therefore, there is low public 

confidence on the fairness and effectives of the schemes.262  The target of the program are single 

parent families and households living below the national poverty line, the vast majority of whom 

are women-headed households. Feedback received from key informants interviewed for this 

research, who are beneficiaries of the SPA showed that a monthly allowance of MVR 1000 (USD 

65) per child is insufficient where a woman is already trapped into poverty and has no additional 

income support. Furthermore, if a woman re-marries the State stops the allowance with a 

blanket assumption that the new husband will take care of the children from the previous 

marriage, even in cases where a woman may have a child out of wedlock. Women’s lived realities 

show that when women remarry, and the ex-husband refuses to financially support her children, 

she is forced to find alternative means to support children from the previous marriage.263  

97) Inquiries for this report suggest that the social protection information system noted in paragraph 

111 of the State report has yet to be established.  Consultation with the CEO of NSPA indicate 

that discussions are on-going with other relevant institutions on ways to utilize and connect 

existing information sharing systems to flag vulnerable people and improve outreach. There is 

recognition that  the solution is the establishment of a holistic social protection system.   

98) According to a recent study, the prevalence of PWDs in the Maldives is 7.3% women and 6.2% 

men, and only 25.5% of PWDs were receiving the disability allowance while 74.5% did not.264  

Women recipients of the allowance was 19% as against 34% among men recipients.265  Reasons 

for not receiving the allowance includes non-application due to social stigma, lack of awareness 

about eligibility as well as the costly and laborious application process.  For those is rural 

locations, the cost of travel to Male’ for certification by specialists may prove prohibitive and 

would act as a deterrent to application.  The overall finding of the disability study was that the 

disability allowance reach does not meet the demand, with gaps in coverage highest for women, 

older residents and residents in Male’.  There is much scope for the disability allowance to be 

strengthened by improving the benefits package and delivery, strengthening referrals and 

investing in disability-inclusive planning. 

99) While the State report does not dwell on the issue of institutional care services provided by the 

State, its availability for vulnerable women is wholly inadequate.  In 2019, the Auditor General’s 

Office conducted a performance audit on the State run centre for mental health patients, 

including PWDs, in Kaafu Atoll Guraidhoo, which found major gaps in infrastructure, services and 

quality of care. According to the audit report, as at December 2017, 54 women mental health 

 
260 ibid 
261 ibid 
262 ibid 
263 Raula’s Story, Women Lived Realities, Uthema, March 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZQL_QMqfnbB_IHLt9wyq81nGg1W_PSod (accessed : 10 April 2020) 
264 Presentation of the findings of the Maldives Social Protection & Disability Study 2017- 2019, London School of Hygiene 
and Tropical Medicine, at the Maldives National University in Male’ on 22 January 2020.  
265 ibid 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLZQL_QMqfnbB_IHLt9wyq81nGg1W_PSod
https://mnu.edu.mv/maldives-social-protection-disability-study-dissemination-event/
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patients and 11 female PWDs were admitted at the centre.266  The audit report highlighted the 

lack of protection of women in the centre including sexual abuse allegations against some staff 

members.  According to the report, female mental health patients are particularly vulnerable and 

constant presence of care workers are required although it does not exist in practice. The report 

also noted the lack of guards/camera surveillance at the two houses in which female patients are 

accommodated, indicating their exposure to people who visit the centre including workers who 

do maintenance work.  The report also highlighted severe staffing constraints, with just 1 staff 

member assigned to care for 6 women patients and the same for 7 men patients.  Considering 

the increased vulnerabilities of the patients at the centre, there is an urgent need to address the 

findings of the audit report.  Consultation with the person in charge at the Guraidhoo Centre 

showed that the facility is understaffed with a shortage of trained staff to attend to the separate 

and specific care needs of women and men patients. 

100) The pension scheme coverage of informal businesses particularly those of women-owned and/or 

women-run businesses is low. Paragraph 113 of the State report notes the gender disparity in 

the coverage of the State retirement pension scheme.  Figure 23 below shows that while there is 

close parity in coverage of men and women in the public sector, the gap is most visible in the 

private sector. This was validated by the FGD participants of this report. Majority of FGD 

participants (home-based workers) were not aware of the option to participate in the scheme, 

while some were aware of it. Some expressed interest to participate as it would help them to 

save. Consultations with officials at the Maldives Pension Administration Office (MPAO) further 

confirmed that the reach rate of the pension package offered for self-employed workers, 

including home-based workers was low although MPAO runs information sessions to target 

groups during their field visits. In addition to the information gap, it is likely that home-based 

workers do not find the pension package attractive as their incomes are relatively small and in 

general the saving culture is not prevalent in the country. According to the MPAO, the institution 

has introduced a pension scheme for fishermen and is in the process of discussing ways to 

increase pension scheme outreach to home-based workers, who are predominantly women. 
 

 
 

 
266    [Translation : Report to assess the standard of 

service delivery at the Centre for People with Special Needs] Performance Audit Report 2019, Auditor General’s Office, 
Maldives 
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Recommendations : 

a) Facilitate and enable affordable and accessible child-care services for working women. 

b) Implement the Gender Equality Law and other laws that provide substantive protections for 

women. 

c) Establish a national framework to achieve gender equality and women’s empowerment, 

committing gender mainstreaming in all economic, social and service sectors mandated by the 

Gender Equality Law.  

d) Implement policies that ease the burden of unpaid care-work on women and recognize the value 

of unpaid care-work in national accounting. 

e) Initiate multi-stakeholder efforts to facilitate access to pension schemes by women in the informal 

sector and home-based SMEs. 

 

15)     Article 14 : Rural women    

 

101) Paragraph 114 of the State report informs about the lack of progress operationalising the WDCs. 

There has been some notable developments in local governance law since the submission of the 

State report in April 2019. On 05 December 2019, the People’s Majlis passed the 8th Amendment 

to the Decentralization Act 07/2010, which was ratified by the President on 15 December 2019.267  

Some key changes under this amendment are the allocation of 33% quota for women in the 

councils and the extension of the local council and WDC tenure to 5 years, aligning with 

parliamentary and presidential terms (see also Part II, section 5 of this report on TSM). Further 

changes include the allocation of fair wages to WDC members which is yet to be decided by the 

Ministry of Finance and Local Government Authority, and the allocation of minimum 5% of the 

local council budget towards WDC activities. Contrary to previous WDC elections, the new 

legislation also mandates the Elections Commission to conduct WDC elections and both men and 

women can now vote to elect WDC members.  The law also requires the WDC to have an active, 

participatory and advisory role in the work of the local authority including in the development of 

policy and regulations at local level.268  In addition to this, the broad WDC mandate requires the 

committee to ensure human rights in the community, religious awareness, women’s political 

participation, social development, higher education, health, access to business, as well as to 

gather information relevant to women.  The new amendments to the WDCs mandate is unlikely 

to be practical or feasible given the prevailing ground realities for women, especially in rural 

contexts.  The new law will apply to the now uncertain local council elections which is likely to be 

delayed without a clear timeline, due to effects of the 2020 Coronavirus global public health 

pandemic in Maldives.269  

102) The new amendments to the Decentralisation Act provides local councils jurisdiction over 

community land-use for development purposes.  The role of the WDC in this process is unclear.  

The arbitrary nature of the State’s decision-making and use of common public assets such as land 

and natural resources on which livelihoods depend, has long been a serious concern for rural 

women.  Both the central government and local councils  are equally negligent in such cases.  One 

particular example among many in the reporting cycle is the government’s decision to build an 

 
267 President ratifies 8th amendment to Decentralization Act, President's Office, 15 December 2019, 
https://presidency.gov.mv/Press/Article/22835 (accessed : 11 April 2020) 
268 8th Amendment to the Decentralisation Act 24/2019, Article 56-7 (a)1-8, ratified 15 December 2019 
269 EC seeks High Court order to delay local council elections, indefinitely, Raajje.mv, 15 March 2020, 
https://raajje.mv/73250 (accessed : 11 April 2020) 



Page 59 of 73 
Uthema-CFLI/Comprehensive-Shadow-Report-to-6th-State-Report-CEDAW/April2020 

airport on the wetland and mangroves at Haa Dhaal Atoll Kulhudhuffushi island in 2017, 

displacing women rope-weavers who have been sustainably using this natural resource for 

generations.  A press statement raising concerns issued by a collective of civil society actors said 

that “approximately 404 families depend on the mangroves for their livelihoods. They use the 

mangrove to make coir rope, generating an estimated annual income of MVR 8.7 million (USD 

564,202.00).”270  Despite consistent citizen and civil society concerns, the project went ahead 

without consideration to the livelihoods of the rope-weavers who were neither consulted, nor 

compensated for their loss.271  Documenting the lived realities of a woman rope-weaver for this 

report shows the extent of the loss and damage this caused to many women in Kulhudhuffushi 

working in the informal and job insecure sector.272 Subsequent calls to restore the remaining part 

of the wetland and mangroves have not been heeded by the government to date, and the 

negative impacts of the environmental destruction is now becoming evident from the increased 

incidence of climate related crises in Kulhudhuffushi since the project.273,274,275    

103) Paragraphs 115-117 of the State report relates to the challenges to implementing policies due to 

the personal beliefs of stakeholders within State institutions.  Considering all civil servants and 

State actors have a legal duty of care to undertake the mandated responsibilities of their 

institutions, the narrative indicates a lack of oversight to ensure State employees operate with 

due diligence in their various roles.  The presence of local level infrastructure is not an indicator 

of development when human resource capacity remains a debilitating constraint.  Challenges to 

the implementation of laws to uphold the rights of women exist due to a wide range of 

governance limitations.  Therefore, it is imperative that on the issue of domestic violence 

mentioned in these paragraphs of the State report, increased training and awareness of relevant 

stakeholders on the DVPA 2012 is facilitated.  The high uptake and access to mobile technology, 

connectivity and communication offer opportunities and tools that can be optimised in the 

dissemination of information in the Maldives. Furthermore, the Civil Service and other public 

service institutions have a responsibility to provide adequate training for their employees to 

undertake their responsibilities as per public service mandates, as well as proper oversight of 

performance in service delivery. Additional  concerns on violence against women are discussed 

in Part II, section 4 of this report. 

104) Access to education, health and other public services for PWDs is a significant issue in rural 

Maldives, as it is in the urban context, as observed in section 11 of this report.  The absence of 

data used in the State report in connection with this discussion provides an indication of the 

absence of insights into the de facto situation of PWDs, particularly in the rural context.  

Documented anecdotal evidence indicates the challenges faced by rural women caring for 

 
270 Concerns regarding the project to reclaim Kulhudhuhfushi white mud mangrove by the Government of Maldives, Press 
Statement by Civil Society collective, 07 November 2017, Uthema, https://uthema.org/press-statement-07nov17/   
(accessed : 11 April 2020) 
271 Irreversible Damage, Destruction and Loss - Revised edition, Save Maldives, June 2018, 
https://issuu.com/savemaldives/docs/save_maldives_newedition (accessed : 11 April 2020) 
272  Rope-weavers of Kulhudhuffushi,  Uthema,  March 2020 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cOy5g1gzLMo&t=23s (accessed : 15 March 2020) 
273 Conserving Kulhudhuffushi Kulhi – Issue Brief, Save Maldives, January 2019, https://savemaldives.net/main/wp-
content/uploads/KF-Kulhi-Issue-Brief-SaveMaldivesCampaign-29-Jan-2019-min.pdf (accessed : 11 April 2020) 
274 Conserving the remaining part of Kulhudhuffushi Kulhi, Save Maldives, 9 May 2019, 
https://savemaldives.net/conserving-remaining-kulhudhuffushi-kulhi/ (accessed : 11 April 2020) 
275 Reckless Development Worsens Maldives’ Environmental Crisis : Government Disregards Concerns of Local 
Communities, Human Rights Watch, 13 December 2019, https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/12/13/reckless-development-
worsens-maldives-environmental-crisis (11 April 2020) 

https://uthema.org/press-statement-07nov17/
https://issuu.com/savemaldives/docs/save_maldives_newedition
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children with special needs, even in instances where access to regional healthcare services is 

available.276  Despite the national health insurance and disability allowance, limitations in the 

care services available for PWDs in rural contexts puts a significant financial strain on the most 

vulnerable families burdened with out-of-pocket health expenses to seek services in Male’. 

105) Paragraph 120 of the State report does not respond to the Committee’s recommendation on the 

participation of rural women in the management of their natural resources and instead, dwells 

on the narrow issue of inclusion of women in a disaster preparedness pilot project.  The case of 

Kulhudhuffushi island and the loss of women’s livelihoods documented earlier in this section 

highlights the plight of rural women in a variety of community contexts.  Across the Maldives, 

unsustainable infrastructure development projects are being imposed on communities, 

undermining traditional livelihood resources, irreversibly destroying communities’ natural assets 

and livelihoods.  A further case in point is the issue of uprooting coconut palms and 

transportation to landscape increasing numbers of artificial resort islands made by reclaiming 

natural lagoons.277  In Dhaal Atoll Bandidhoo, women’s livelihoods are affected due to the 

removal of large quantities of coconut palms to landscape artificial resorts.278  The coconut palm 

is both a livelihoods resource and a food staple in Maldives, and the loss of palm trees from 

Bandidhoo island will affect not only the livelihoods of women thatch-weavers on the island, but 

access to coconuts for neighbouring island communities too.  The government and local 

authorities are complicit in the loss and damage these practices have on rural women and their 

income generating activities in the insecure informal sector.  The damaging practices undermine 

the environmental resilience of small islands highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. 

It also negatively impacts food security for communities which are highly dependent on food 

imports and therefore, vulnerable to external economic shocks.  The State’s failure to protect the 

livelihood resources, livelihoods and wellbeing of rural women during the reporting cycle 

requires a nationwide study to assess the extent of the loss and damage.   

106) Guest-house tourism is another case in point, which both encroaches on women’s livelihoods 

and increases vulnerability to health issues.  These new industries exclude women from access 

to community resources, significantly reduce community access to public spaces such as beaches 

and expose them to the ill-effects of these developments, such as the exponential increase in 

solid waste in islands without the resources to manage them. One such example is the case of 

Kaafu Atoll Maafushi which has been hailed as a development success story, although its impact 

on the community’s women should be of serious concern to the State.279  Today, Maafushi has a 

solid waste management problem that is posing a health risk to the community and its natural 

environment.  As a regional study describe the situation, the “current development paradigm in 

South Asia, as the example of Maldives shows, not only disregards rural communities and 

indigenous peoples, it also imperils the livelihoods of rural communities through various 

forms.”280  While infrastructure and investment-led growth should also take care of the human 

 
276 Women at Work, March 2020, Uthema,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=drCGz9bSFSk&t=6s (accessed : 15 March 
2020) 
277 EPA under fire for authorising ‘tree grab’, Maldives Independent, 25 March 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/environment/epa-under-fire-for-authorising-tree-grab-144515 (accessed : 11 April 
2020) 
278 Public concern over Bandidhoo tree grab, The Edition, 20 January 2020, https://edition.mv/news/14547 (accessed : 11 
April 2020) 
279 Women at Work – Tourism in Maafushi, Uthema, March 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fu4AsMAX9z4&t=11s (accessed : 11 April 2020) 
280 South Asia & The Future of Pro-People Development : The Centrality of Social Justice and Equality, South Asia Alliance 
for Poverty Eradication (SAAPE), 2016:24 
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costs involved, years of centralised governance and unsustainable development practices have 

resulted in significant losses to rural communities, especially women.  Rural women are losing 

their traditional livelihoods which are heavily dependent on natural resources, their sustainable 

way of life, traditional crafts and skills and the intangible cultural richness associated with it. The 

2019 FAO gender assessment states that the “recent development trend in Maldives of utilizing 

land on inhabited islands to develop infrastructure such as airports, city hotels, etc., is 

disadvantageous to women … as they harm the ecosystems such as forests and mangroves upon 

which they depend.”281 The study observed that rural women “rely on these ecosystems for 

livelihood activities such as rope and thatch weaving, coconut collection, harvesting food from 

mangroves, collection of materials for fuel” and they “have been engaged in these types of 

traditional livelihoods for years” although “they are typically overlooked in development plans 

since they are considered informal sector activities”.282  

107) Information provided in paragraph 122 of the Sate report does not provide a clear picture of the 

outcome of the discussed projects and its benefits to rural women, with the narrative indicating 

things are yet expected to happen.  The type of ad-hoc projects referred, that are introduced 

without addressing the structural barriers rural women face, such as lack of access and control 

of assets, autonomy, mobility and unpaid care work burden, does not offer sustainable livelihood 

solutions. According to the 2019 FAO gender assessment, 235 loans were processed for fisheries 

and agriculture through the MoFA between 2013-2018 and although 50% of the loans were 

reserved for women, only 38% of the borrowers during this period were women.283  With no 

system to monitor how these loans were used, the FAO study observed that there was a 

“tendency for men to take out loans under the name of a woman”, with the consequent 

responsibility of the debt burden, as discussed in section 13 of this report.284  The situation is 

further made bleak for rural women due to the non-recognition of their significant contribution 

to families’ financial stability through their informal supplementary income. The evidence 

suggests that despite women’s critical role in rural economies, “existing fisheries policy has no 

reference to gender equality, while the agriculture draft policy only touches upon the subject.”285  

The State’s responsibility to ensure the rights of rural women require a substantial review of law, 

policy, practice and service delivery to the majority of the country’s women. 

Recommendations : 

a) Conduct a national rapid assessment on the impact of unsustainable development practices, 

particularly tourism industries, to assess the loss and damage to lives and livelihoods of rural 

women in Maldives, and widely disseminate the findings. 

b) Review all projects including ongoing projects to ensure compliance to Constitutional 

provisions, national laws and international law on sustainable development principles and 

practices and stop irreversible loss and damage to both the environment and people. 

c) Conduct a gender review of the fisheries and agriculture policies to ensure full recognition of 

rural women’s contributions and non-discriminatory substantive equality of access to 

resources and opportunities for women. 

________________________________________ 

 
281 Country Gender Assessment of Agriculture and the Rural Sector in Maldives, FAO, 2019:27 
282 ibid 
283 Country Gender Assessment of Agriculture and the Rural Sector in Maldives, FAO, 2019:33 
284 ibid 
285 ibid:36 
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Part IV 

 

Emerging issues of critical concern affecting the advancement of women in the Maldives 

 

16)  Death by stoning rulings 

 

108) During this reporting period, the most important developments relate to the impacts of 

radicalisation in the Maldives, with unprecedented impacts on the lived realities of women and 

girls.  In its long Islamic history, there is no known occurrence of a court of law issuing a death by 

stoning ruling to a Maldivian, until 18 October 2015.286  The sentence was issued by the 

magistrate at the Gaaf Alif Atoll Gemanafushi island court, to a woman who had reportedly had 

a child out of wedlock.287 The following day, the Supreme Court of Maldives revoked the ruling 

citing the sentence violated legal and judicial procedures.288  Four years later in January 2019, the 

same ruling was issued by the Lhaviyani Atoll Naifaru magistrate’s court, against a woman 

charged with “extramarital sex” and having a child out of wedlock.289,290  Once again, the sentence 

was revoked by the Supreme Court.291  Both these cases indicate the extent to which State 

institutions have been impacted by radicalisation and the encroachment of extremist beliefs 

which condone extreme violence against women.  In both cases, there was no reference to the 

men involved in the woman’s pregnancy, nor were questions asked about the children’s fathers.  

The fact that a court of law in Maldives could suddenly turn, to issue such an unprecedented and 

violent verdict against women is indicative of the extent to which attitudes towards women had 

regressed in the country.  Furthermore, it is an indicator of the rise in importation of violent 

cultural practices and ideologies from elsewhere in the world, supported and endorsed by ultra-

conservative religious clerics.292  Inquiries suggest that the same magistrates remain in position 

in both Gemanafushi and Naifaru at the time of this report.293 

 

Recommendation : 

a) The JSC as the oversight body for the performance of judges is recommended to review and 

take necessary action based on the performance of the Magistrates of Gaaf Alif Gemanafushi 

Magistrate’s Court and Lhaviyani Naifaru Magistrate’s Court for violating legal and judicial 

procedures which make their fitness for adjudicating in a court of law untenable.  

 
286 The Gemanafushi Stoning Ruling, Dhivehi Sitee, 21 October 2015, https://www.dhivehisitee.com/judiciary/the-
gemanafushi-stoning-rule/ (accessed : 28 March 2020) 
287 Maldives court sentences woman to death by stoning, Maldives Independent, 18 October 2015, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/maldives-court-sentences-woman-to-death-by-stoning-118541 (accessed : 28 
March 2020) 
288 Supreme Court strikes down sentence of death by stoning, Maldives Independent, 19 October 2015, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/supreme-court-strikes-down-sentence-on-death-by-stoning-118568 (accessed : 
28 March 2020) 
289 Naifaru court sentences woman in absentia to death by stoning, Raajje.mv, 7 January 2019, https://raajje.mv/47957 
(accessed : 28 March 2020) 
290 Maldives top court quashes death by stoning verdict for adultery, Maldives Independent, 7 January 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/maldives-top-court-quashes-death-by-stoning-verdict-for-adultery-143374  
(accessed : 28 March 2020) 
291 ibid 
292 Supreme Court strikes down sentence of death by stoning, Maldives Independent, 19 October 2015, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/supreme-court-strikes-down-sentence-on-death-by-stoning-118568 (accessed : 
28 March 2020) 
293 Judges List, Updated 15 March 2020, Judicial Services Commission, http://jsc.gov.mv/jlist/index.html (accessed : 17 
March 2020) 
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17) Unregistered “child marriage” and girl child sexual abuse 

 

109) Concerns about the occurrence of unregistered marriage, fatwas by radical conservative groups 

to reject marriage registration as anti-Islamic, and the promotion of child marriage as Islamic 

have been flagged by State institutions and civil society stakeholders.294,295,296,297  The emerging 

practice over the last 8 – 10 years of removing girl children from school and denying their right 

to education had also been flagged.298  However, in the volatile political environment of the 

Maldives over the past decade, these issues have remained largely unaddressed by duty bearers. 

Therefore, when a case of unregistered child marriage emerged in November 2019, media 

reported that the authorities were “unaware” of its occurrence.299  As a special police operation 

followed these reported incidents in Raa Atoll Maduvvari island, police services informed that it 

“was to safeguard women and children of the island caught up as victims of extremism.”300 A 

media report citing a police statement about the case stated that : "“The people behind such acts 

segregate women and children from the society, prevent them from the right to education and 

healthcare such vaccinations [sic], condoned and carried out child marriages and unlawfully 

detained or confined their victims to residences, prevented birth care and necessary healthcare 

and subjected their victims to life-threatening dangers.” …".301,302  In January 2020, media reports 

revealed that according to the MoGFSS, the ministry had “investigated five cases of children 

being raped under the guise of marriage, a culture fuelled by extremist religious ideologies.”303  

This shows that the authorities were not entirely unaware of the issue.  Further insights indicate 

that the authorities also accept that the prevalence of this issue in not known, and “it is highly 

likely that many similar cases go unreported, considering that victims' families are known to 

cover-up and condone the crime in most instances of 'child marriage'.”304  As noted elsewhere in 

this report, the situation has prompted a presidential task-force being convened in November 

2019 to investigate the matter, although no information of its progress is available at the time of 

writing.305 

 
294 Fatwas against registering marriages a huge challenge: Family Court chief judge, Minivan News - Archives, 27 April 2014, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/politics/fatwas-against-registering-marriages-a-huge-challenge-family-court-chief-judge-
83630 (accessed : 23 Jan 2020) 
295 Unregistered marriages leave children unable to inherit, warns Family Court, Minivan News - Archives, 12 April 2010, 
https://minivannewsarchive.com/society/unregistered-marriages-leave-children-unable-to-inherit-warns-family-court-
5744 (accessed : 23 Jan 2020) 
296 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012 (refer : paragraph 329) 
297 Preliminary Assessment of Radicalisation in the Maldives, Maldivian Democracy Network (MDN), 2015:26 (currently 

withdrawn from the public domain for review by MDN) 
298 Maldives NGO Shadow Report to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2012, Hope for 
Women NGO, 30 September 2012:82 
299 Authorities unaware of 13-year-old’s alleged marriage, Maldives Independent, 25 Nov 2019 
https://maldivesindependent.com/society/authorities-unaware-of-13-year-olds-alleged-marriage-149463  
(accessed : 12 Jan 2020) 
300 Police: Maduvvari operation to safeguard women, children, Sun.mv, 18 December 2019, https://en.sun.mv/57214  
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
301 ibid  
302 Press Statement, Maldives Police Service, PMC/2019/22, 18 December 2019, 
http://www.policelife.mv/uploads/downloads/press-release-5/df7f8bb670999ed4245f68f7375743c4.pdf (accessed : 29 
March 2020) [Dhivehi only] 
303 State relocated 5 victims of 'child marriage' in 2019: Gender Ministry, The Edition, 28 January 2020, 
https://edition.mv/news/14668 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
304 ibid 
305 President Solih assembles task force to investigate child "bride" case, The Edition, 28 November 2019, 
https://edition.mv/news/13657 (accessed : 23 Jan 2020) 
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110) The issue of child sexual abuse in Maldives is exacerbated by the continuing narratives of 

radicalisation over many years, promoting violence against women and girls, and its impact of 

women and children in the country.  Since November 2019, there has been an exponential 

increase in news reports of child sexual abuse in the Maldivian media.  A cursory look at English 

language newspaper The Edition shows that between June – October 2019, the paper published 

9 articles relating to child sexual abuse, as opposed to 77 articles published between November 

2019 to March 2020.306  Citing information from the MoGFSS, the paper reported in June 2019 

that “child molestation remains rampant” in Maldives.307  According to the article, MoGFSS data 

showed that, "Out of the 1,372 cases regarding minors that were reported in 2017, victims of 

sexual abuse were found in 418 cases” with further insights showing “that an average of four 

children are molested in Maldives, every 24 hours."308  The weaknesses and inadequacies of the 

social protection system in the Maldives compound the situation significantly.309  It is in this 

context that reports in January 2020 of the rape of a toddler by several members of her family 

including grandfather and great grand-father, triggered a public outcry resulting in street protests 

and the subsequent resignation of the Minister for MoGFSS.310,311,312  A parliamentary inquiry into 

the issue in February 2020 revealed that "only 390 out of a total of 3,100 child abuse cases 

reported to the police over the past 15 years reached a conviction."313 One such instance of 

failure by the justice system is the dismissal without explanation, of the case of a 75 year old man 

in 2018, charged with sexually abusing 4 sisters, although the case was appealed by the 

Prosecutor General.314,315  Long standing pending such cases also fall through legislative gaps.316 

The situation supports public perception about the dysfunctionality of the social protection 

system as well as the law enforcement and judicial systems.  However, a March 2020 decision of 

the Supreme Court in a child sexual abuse case where the court set a new precedent giving weight 

to a child’s testimony as provided in Article 47 of the Special Provisions Act to Deal with Child 

Sexual Abuse Offenders (12/2009) is a welcome indicator of systemic progress in this area.317 

111) This section of the report merits two positive observations in connection with the previous 

paragraph, for the record. The first is the fact that online newspaper The Edition which provides 

extensive coverage of the above issues is edited by a young woman, with a team of young 

 
306 The Edition, search tag : child sexual abuse, https://edition.mv/child_sexual_abuse (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
307 Authorities say child molestation remains rampant, The Edition, 08 June 2019, https://edition.mv/report/10906 
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
308 ibid 
309 Uthema criticises lack of social protection officers, The Edition, 29 January 2020, https://edition.mv/news/14671  
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
310 Police investigate sexual abuse of 2-year-old, The Edition, 17 January 2020, https://edition.mv/news/14477  
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
311 Outraged citizens protest against rape, demand immediate action, The Edition, 17 January 2020, 
https://edition.mv/news/14490 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
312 President accepts the resignation of Shidhatha Shareef, President's Office, 06 February 2020, 
https://presidency.gov.mv/Press/Article/23065 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
313 Only 390 convictions reached in over 3,100 cases of child sexual abuse, 05 February 2020, 
https://edition.mv/news/14840 (29 March 2020) 
314 Court drops charges against elderly man accused of sexually abusing 4 sisters, Edition.mv, 07 August 2018, 
https://edition.mv/news/6764 (accessed : 22 Jan 2020) 
315 PG appeals child sexual abuse case against elderly man accused of molesting 4 sisters, The Edition, 16 August 2018, 
https://edition.mv/news/6875 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
316 State withdraws child sexual abuse case against imaam, cites legal obstacles, The Edition, 03 February 2020, 
https://edition.mv/news/14778 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
317 NGOs hail top court ruling on standard of evidence for child sex abuse cases, The Edition, 12 March 2020, 
https://edition.mv/news/15453 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
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journalists who are mostly women. Notably, the Maldives media sector is dominated by men 

editors.  The second point is the fact that the progressive decision of the Supreme Court - which 

is a milestone precedent in improving access to justice for sexually abused children, and 

upholding the best interest of the child - comes at a time two women sit on the Supreme Court’s 

bench.  It is notable that these positive outcomes are directly connected to the increased 

participation of women in public life and decision-making.  The State is reminded to take note of 

such examples to uphold the human rights of women and improve the de facto situation of 

women and girls in the Maldives. 

 

Recommendations : 

a) Ensure adequate funds are provided to MoGFSS and other relevant stakeholders to strengthen 

the existing social protection systems 

b) Significantly invest in the professional development of social service workers to ensure 

minimum standards of service delivery 

c) Significantly improve salaries for social service workers to attract qualified individuals to the 

profession 

d) Take immediate measures to significantly increase the uptake of social work and related 

courses at the Maldives National University to build the human resource capacity to establish 

a professional network of social service workers.  

 

18) Attacks on human rights advocates, women human rights defenders and civil society 

organisations 

 

112) The reporting period was a time of serious reprisals against human rights advocates, civil society 

actors who are human rights defenders and women’s rights advocates, with significant 

detrimental impacts shrinking civil society space, freedoms and voice.  The influences of a mix of 

religious radicalism and politics led to organised social media labelling, targeted harassment and 

intimidation of individuals with death threats, leading to brutal attacks including the murder of 

two young writers, Ahmed Rilwan and Yameen Rasheed in 2014 and 2017 respectively.  In August 

2014, Ahmed Rilwan was abducted and disappeared.  In April 2017, Yameen Rasheed was 

stabbed to death in his home by a group of men.  Both cases are being currently investigated by 

the Commission on Deaths and Disappearances established by President Solih in November 2018, 

which issued an initial report of their findings in 2019.318  The Commission found that the murders 

were “masterminded” by “extremist groups”.319 

113) In 2017, the Executive Director of MDN was accused of posting an “anti-Islamic tweet” following 

which, she received several death threats and police reportedly launched an investigation against 

her.320  There are no reports to suggest that the death threats against Shahindha were 

investigated by the police.  It is notable that in previous such cases, specifically in the case of 

 
318 Translation: Summary of report on Rilwan’s abduction, Maldives Independent, 8 September 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/translation-summary-of-report-on-rilwans-abduction-147805  (accessed : 29 
March 2020) 
319 Extremist group ‘masterminded’ murders and abduction, Maldives Independent, 21 March 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/extremist-group-masterminded-murders-and-abduction-144412  (accessed : 29 
March 2020) 
320 Shahindha Ismail investigated for 'anti-Islamic' tweet, Al Jazeera, 31 December 2017, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/12/shahindha-ismail-investigated-anti-islamic-tweet-171231122510004.html  
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 

https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/translation-summary-of-report-on-rilwans-abduction-147805
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/extremist-group-masterminded-murders-and-abduction-144412
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writer Yameen Rasheed, death threats had not been investigated, indicating the authorities’ 

continued negligence in such matters of life and death of citizens.  

114) The Preliminary Report on Radicalisation in the Maldives was published by MDN in 2015, 

although in October 2019, the report was described as disrespectful towards “Islam and the 

Prophet” by the MoIA.  The ministry made its announcement on Twitter on 03 October 2019, 

informing it had filed a complaint for a police investigation against MDN.  According to media 

reports, two days later on 05 October 2019, the conservative Adhaalath Party in a statement 

called on “government institutions to take action against MDN”.321  The same day, the MPS issued 

a statement assuring it will take action against MDN.322  On 07 October 2019, media reported 

that Adhaalath Party members will meet President Solih to raise concerns about the MDN report, 

noting that the “religiously conservative party made the decision to meet the President to 

request action against the human rights advocates”.323  On 10 October 2019, MDN was 

suspended by the Ministry of Youth, Sports and Community Empowerment which has oversight 

over NGOs in Maldives.324  Within a week of the initial announcement by MoIA, MDN was 

suspended, indicating a speed of response uncharacteristic of government institutions.  The 

current minister of MoIA and the current Minister of Home Affairs are both members of 

Adhaalath Party and the MPS is an institution that comes under the oversight of the Ministry of 

Home Affairs.  It is also a point of fact that the MoIA since its establishment in 2008, has continued 

to be headed either by an incumbent member or former member of the conservative Adhaalath 

Party.  Media also reported that according to the Speaker of the Parliament and former President 

Mohamed Nasheed, the MDN report was being “used as a political tool to attack the current 

government”, indicating the political nature of the accusations against MDN.325  The situation 

escalated with a nationwide campaign to ban MDN which newspapers reported involved the 

participation of over 100 local councils.326 Notably, the “movement” to “ban MDN” was 

reportedly led by radical clerics.327  Anecdotal evidence informs that local groups including those 

who reported on some of the protests had no knowledge or sight of the report itself or what was 

said in it.  Moreover, serious concerns exist about the eventual dissolution of MDN in December 

2019, without giving MDN the right of response to defend the allegations against the 

organisation.328  MDN issued a statement of apology on 03 October 2019 in response to the initial 

announcement of complaint against it, for any offence its report may have caused, immediately 

retracting the report for further review by Islamic scholars.329  Nevertheless, the response and 

reaction by State institutions toward the NGO while surprising, is also inconsistent with the 

 
321 Adhaalath calls for immediate action against MDN’s report, Raajje.mv, 05 October 2019, https://raajje.mv/63742  

(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
322 Police assures action over MDN's radicalization report, Raajje.mv, 06 October 2019, https://raajje.mv/63784  
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
323 Adhaalath to meet pres over contentious MDN report, Avas.mv, 07 October 2019, https://avas.mv/en/71202  
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
324 MDN suspended over controversial report, The Edition, 10 October 2019, https://edition.mv/news/12870   
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
325 'MDN report is being used as a political tool' - Nasheed, Avas.mv, 22 October 2019, https://avas.mv/en/72087  
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
326 Over 100 island councils call for action against MDN over controversial report, The Edition, 31 October 2019, 
https://edition.mv/news/13238 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
327 'Ban MDN' movement will not back down - Sheikh Iyaz, Avas.mv, 26 October 2019 (accessed : 7 April 2020) 
328 Youth Ministry officially dissolves MDN, The Edition, 20 December 2019, https://edition.mv/news/14061  (accessed : 29 
March 2020) 
329 Press Statement, MDN, 03 October 2019, http://mdn.mv/press-release-regarding-preliminary-assessment-of-
radicalisation-in-the-maldives-published-in-2015dhivehi/ (accessed : 30 March 2020) [Dhivehi only] 
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existing legal due processes.  Moreover, the fact that MDN’s assets were frozen and then 

transferred to another CSO without the knowledge of MDN is indicative of serious foul play by 

State institutions and/or other involved actors.330  An initial account of the events leading to the 

dissolution of MDN is compiled in a report by the Global Legal Monitor.331  One of the authors of 

the MDN report, Azra Naseem, who has written extensively about the Maldives political situation 

during a time of increased radicalisation in her blog Dhivehi Sitee, provides additional analysis on 

the dissolution of MDN.332,333 

115) Following the allegations against MDN and its suspension, 7 members of MDN as well as 5 others 

who were affiliated with MDN received death threats.  The attacks on MDN saw several staff and 

affiliates seeking self-imposed exile outside the Maldives due to concerns about their personal 

safety and security.  To date, there has been no significant response or remedy from the 

authorities in connection with these cases except one arrest. 334  Several of those affiliated with 

MDN continued to be abused in the media, with their photographs continually shown by the 

television broadcaster Channel 13, vilifying individuals publicly on a daily basis, without action 

taken by the authorities to curb such arbitrary harassment and abuse of individuals.  The attacks 

on human rights defenders in the Maldives has had a chilling effect on both civil society actors as 

well as some media actors.  The State’s complicit role and its handling of the attack against MDN 

and its staff does not bode well for the safety, security and freedom of human rights advocates 

and defenders, or civil society organisations, to function effectively towards the progressive and 

democratic development of Maldives.  MDN is the longest serving human rights NGO in the 

Maldives, with a history of defending victims of State repression.  There is no report of any 

intervention in the MDN case by the HRCM.  Responses from international human rights 

organisations on the MDN case include Amnesty International’s observation that despite the 

change in government, “old patterns of repression has not gone away”.335   

 

Recommendations : 

a) The handling of the dissolution of MDN has created a chilling effect within civil society and the 

expectation that the present government will uphold laws and legal due processes has been 

put into grave doubt, undermining confidence in State institutions.  The Executive and the 

People’s Majlis have a responsibility to ensure due process of law is observed and the Minister 

of Youth, Sports and Community Empowerment’s arbitrary dissolution of MDN without due 

process must be fully investigated and issues therein addressed to re-build trust. 

b) State institutions including the Executive, People’s Majlis and the Anti-Corruption Commission 

must thoroughly investigate the matter of MDNs asset freeze and seizure, without MDNs 

 
330 Fund's in MDN's account transferred to Deaf Association, Raajje.mv, 20 January 2020, https://raajje.mv/69804 
(accessed : 29 March 2020) 
331 Maldives: Government Dissolves Human Rights NGO over Report on Radicalization, Global Legal Monitor, 29 November 
2019, https://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/maldives-government-dissolves-human-rights-ngo-over-report-on-
radicalization/ (accessed : 30 March 2020) 
332 A test for Maldivian democracy, Azra Naseem, 23 January 2020, https://www.himalmag.com/a-test-for-maldivian-
democracy/ (accessed : 30 March 2020) 
333 Dhivehi Sitee, Blogsite by Azra Naseem, https://www.dhivehisitee.com/about/ (accessed : 30 March 2020) 
334 Man arrested for issuing death threats against MDN leader, The Edition, 27 October 2019, 
https://edition.mv/news/13153 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
335 Maldives: NGO closure shows repression hasn’t gone away, 05 November 2019, Amnesty International, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/11/maldives-ngo-closure-shows-repression-hasnt-gone-away/ (accessed : 
30 March 2020) 
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knowledge, informed engagement or due recourse to laws and legal due processes. This 

overreach by those involved in this action must be investigated and made accountable. 

c) The People’s Majlis must take timely action to ensure accountability of persons in public 

positions, especially heads of State institutions who are members of political parties that 

misuse public positions to undermine human rights defenders and the work of civil society. 

d) Maldives Police Service must take lessons from past failures and attend to reports of death 

threats against citizens as a serious matter as per existing laws and due processes and take 

timely action against perpetrators to prevent and stop all forms of harassment and 

intimidation against human rights defenders. 

e) HRCM as the NHRI has a duty of care to defend human rights defenders. Therefore, the 

institution must play a proactive role within its mandate to defend human rights defenders. 

f) Media regulators including the Broadcasting Commission and the Maldives Media Council has 

a mandate to regulate media standards and ethics.  These institutions must become functional 

and play an active role in ensuring minimum standards in reporting are observed by all media 

sources and ensure media freedoms are not abused, which undermines public confidence and 

trust in the media sector as a whole. 

 

19) Rehabilitation of returnees/wives of Maldivians joining foreign wars in the name of “jihad” 

 

116) The heavy social and cultural impacts of religious radicalisation has been prominent in the 

present reporting cycle in the Maldives.  While the MDN report is the first of its kind to formally 

assess the situation of the phenomenon of radicalisation in the country, reporting on the 

Maldives case has been done by a variety of foreign media sources as well.  As the numbers of 

Maldivians who had left the country to join foreign conflict zones such as Syria had increased 

significantly, one such report informed of the case of “a 27-year-old” who “took his mother, wife 

and 10-year-old sister to Syria, after telling his father they were only going to a neighbouring 

island for medical treatment”.336  Another detailed undercover report provides insights into the 

toll this phenomenon has taken on communities and families.337  

117) In February 2019, local media reported that according to the National Counter Terrorism Centre 

(NCTC), families of Maldivian fighters were calling the centre requesting to be returned home 

after becoming “stranded and helpless when the husband dies”.338  NCTC statistics shows that 

"61 Maldivian men, along with the wives and children, have travelled out of the country to join 

foreign wars, mostly in Syria."339  In July 2019, President Solih announced that he intends to bring 

home Maldivians who were displaced in Syria.340,341  The challenge of rehabilitating and 

reintegrating ‘returnee wives’ and families from armed conflict zones is a major concern 

 
336 Paradise jihadis: Maldives sees surge in young Muslims leaving for Syria, The Guardian, 26 February 2015, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/feb/26/paradise-jihadis-maldives-islamic-extremism-syria  (accessed : 29 
March 2020) 
337 Maldives - Trouble in Paradise, Channel News Asia, 18 February 2019, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/video-
on-demand/undercover-asia-s6/maldives-trouble-in-paradise-11263342 (accessed : 29 March 2020) 
338 Widows of Maldivian fighters in Syria want to return, Maldives Independent, 21 February 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/crime-2/widows-of-maldivian-fighters-in-syria-want-to-return-143916  (accessed : 29 
March 2020) 
339 ibid 
340 Displaced Maldivians in Syria will be brought back: President Solih, Maldives Independent, 05 July 2019, 
https://edition.mv/news/11365 (accessed : 30 March 2020) 
341 Maldivians held in Syrian refugee camps to be allowed home, Maldives Independent, 07 July 2019, 
https://maldivesindependent.com/politics/maldivians-held-in-syrian-refugee-camps-to-be-allowed-home-146471 
(accessed : 30 March 2020) 
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considering the dearth of capacity to undertake such a task in the prevailing country context.  

Considering the State’s response towards MDN’s efforts to highlight the issues, the prospect of 

rehabilitating radicalised individuals to ensure effective reintegration into communities appear 

remote. 

 

Recommendation : 

a) The State must take long term precautionary measures and investments as it embarks on this 

initiative for which it has little to no technical capacity.  Rehabilitation services in Maldives in 

all areas including for convicted offenders and vulnerable others in State care within social 

protection systems is extremely poor with very limited human resource capacity.  Therefore, 

State institutions must engage the services of international technical experts to handle 

rehabilitation services to returnees from war zones who pose a significant threat to 

communities due to exposure to intense forms of radicalisation in theory and practice. 

 

 

________________________________________ 
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WHO Statement on Caesarean Section Rates, World Health Organisation, 2015 

Women’s empowerment in political processes in the Maldives, Ritchie M et al, IFES/USAID, 2014 
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Women’s rights and Islam : Why does Musawah say equality in the Muslim family is "necessary and possible", 
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Consulted key informants in institutions and SMEs in Malé  

 Name  Organization  Date  

1 Azzam Wajeeh   National Social Protection Agency   27.01.2020 

2 Imran Ibrahim  Guraidhoo Centre for people with special needs     20.01.2020 

3 Sujatha Haleem   Maldives Pension Administration   20.01.2020 

4 Fathimath Muna   SME Development Finance Corporation    23.01.2020 

5 Zimna Thaufeeq  Maldives Health Professionals’ Union  12.02.2020 

6 Naushan Muhaimin   Care Society  26.01.2020 

7 Fathimath Ibrahim  Blind Association   16.02.2020 

8 Aishath Shafana  Island Apothecary  22.01.2020 

9 Shifana Wajyh HEAT Fitness  15.01.2020 

 

Consulted women key informants working in the informal sector in semi-urban +  rural locations 

 Name Location Date 

1 Hawwa Ibrahim Haa Dhaal Atoll Kumundhoo December 2019 

2 Mariyam Moosa Haa Dhaal Atoll Kulhudhuffushi December 2019 

3 Aminath Moosa Haa Dhaal Atoll Kulhudhuffushi December 2019 

4 Hawwa Moosa Haa Dhaal Atoll Kulhudhuffushi December 2019 

5 Fathimath Moosa Haa Dhaal Atoll Kulhudhuffushi December 2019 

6 Asiyath Hussain Haa Dhaal Atoll Kulhudhuffushi December 2019 

7 Naeema Ahmed Kaafu Atoll Maafushi March 2020 

 

Attendees at the stakeholder consultation : 29 February 2020 

 Name  Organization  

1 Aneesa Ahmed   Hope for Women NGO 

2 Rashida Yusuf Hope for Women NGO 

3 Noora Mohamed  Ministry of Home Affairs  

4 Shiyanath Hashim  Prosecutor General’s Office   

5 Aishath Shahudha  National Bureau of Statistics  

6 Fathimath Riyaza  National Bureau of Statistics 

7 Sara Naseem  Transparency Maldives (NGO) 

8 Muruthala Moosa   ARC Maldives (NGO) 

9 Shifana Wajyh HEAT Fitness 

10 Saajida Majdy  HRCM  

11 Zeenath Mohamed HRCM  

12 Fareesha Abdullah Independent/Human Rights Lawyer 

13 Muna Mohamed  Advocate - socio-economic/sustainable development 

14 Afa Hussain  Advocate - environment/sustainable development  

15 Fathimath Malsaa Maumoon UNFPA Maldives Intern  

16 Ainy Yoosuf UNFPA Maldives Intern 

17 Shadiya Ibrahim  UNFPA Maldives  

18 Humaida A Ghafoor Uthema  

19 Aishath Raniya Sobir Uthema  

20 Mariyam Mohamed Didi Uthema  

21 Anne Toralles Leite  CFLI  

22 Valérie Ouellette CFLI  
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