(Translated from Arabic)

Permanent Mission of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to the United Nations Office at
Geneva

Official reply of the Kingdom to the joint appeal issued on 22 February 2019 (AL SAU
4/2019) from the Special Rapporteur on the right to education, the Special
Rapporteur on the right to privacy and the Special Rapporteur on violence against
women, its causes and consequences

16 April 2019

1. With regard to the question concerning the impact of Absher on women’s
enjoyment of human rights, including the right to privacy and freedom of movement:

The Kingdom’s legislation, in particular the Basic Law of Governance, guarantees
equality between men and women, and actually provides for positive discrimination on
behalf of women in the case of some rights. Many sharia and legal provisions criminalize
any violation or inequity directed against women. It is essential to protect their rights and
respect their status as partners of men in achieving human welfare, renaissance of the
homeland, prosperity and the advancement of civilization. There is nothing in the Basic
Law of Governance or the legislation in force in the Kingdom that can be regarded as
discrimination against women in legal terms or unfair differentiation between men and
women. Saudi women have succeeded in attaining an advanced stage that enables them to
participate in all areas of development within and outside the Kingdom, such as
participation in senior State positions or appointment to the Shura Council, the Human
Rights Commission, and scientific councils and entities. They also occupy leadership
positions and participate as voters and candidates in municipal elections and in the
membership of chambers of commerce. In addition, they hold high-level international
positions, such as the former Executive Director of the United Nations Population Fund
(UNFPA) and the Kingdom’s Ambassador to the United States of America, who
continuously participates in United Nations committees and events and in other local,
regional and international events.

The Kingdom continues to support and develop society and its members without
discrimination and to ensure that they enjoy their rights on a fair and equal basis. The
establishment of the Council for Economic and Development Affairs as a body associated
with the Council of Ministers represents a qualitative shift aimed at centralizing national
efforts and directing them towards the achievement of development goals on behalf of
society in general, reviewing economic and development strategies and plans, and
monitoring their implementation and coordination.

The Kingdom has submitted reports based on its international obligations, in
particular its report on the implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women, which was published on the website of the Office
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and which
provides details of legislative and other measures aimed at empowering women and
protecting and promoting their rights in the Kingdom.

It should be noted that women’s right to freedom of movement is guaranteed, on an
equal basis with others, by the Kingdom’s legislation. Article 36 of the Basic Law of
Governance stipulates that: “The movement of individuals may not be restricted, nor may
they be detained or imprisoned save in accordance with the law.”

Absher is a national smartphone application whereby the Ministry of the Interior
provides electronic services without needing to review the beneficiaries of such services.
The application is linked to a number of electronic data exchange entities in order to
automate the service and provide it smoothly and easily to citizens, residents and visitors
(both male and female), in line with the Kingdom’s regulations and legislation. The
application has the following three icons:
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1. Absher for individuals:

This electronic application serves community members, both citizens and residents,
and provides them and their families with extremely safe and reliable electronic services.

The application provides more than 160 interactive and informational services from
more than 20 sectors and serves more than 11 million users. Absher for individuals has
generated strong demand and high praise from users for the easily accessible services. More
than 186 million operations have been conducted in one year.

2. Absher for business:

This electronic application serves owners of small businesses and individual
companies in the Kingdom that have 100 or fewer employees. Electronic employment
transactions can be conducted within minutes. The application was launched in 2017 to
provide key services to owners of individual establishments and companies. Action is also
being taken to provide future value added services.

3. Governmental Absher:

This electronic application serves government agencies, helping to raise the level of
electronic interaction between different bodies and accelerating the completion of
procedures. This type of application can play a key role in implementing the 2020
Transformation Programme and achieving the objectives of Vision 2030. These services
will also lay the basis for the provision of additional services that are not provided by
Absher for individuals or Absher for business.

With regard to the question in the joint appeal from the Special Rapporteurs and the
Working Group concerning women’s enjoyment of their fundamental rights to work,
employment and access to justice, the Kingdom’s legislation guarantees the right to work
without any discrimination. Article 28 of the Basic Law of Governance stipulates that: “The
State shall endeavour to ensure that job opportunities are available to every able person and
shall enact laws to protect workers and employers.” National plans have focused, in
accordance with this article, on ensuring that job opportunities are available to every able
person, in both the public and private sectors, through the promulgation of regulations and
laws and the adoption of measures aimed at achieving that objective and based on gender
equality. Special attention is given to women in the objectives of successive development
plans with a view to increasing their enjoyment of the right to work.

With regard to equality in terms of employment opportunities and choice, equal pay
and social security, article 1 of the Civil Service Code, which regulates public-sector
employment, stipulates that: “Merit shall constitute the basis for selecting public service
employees.” All male and female employees in the public sector are subject to the same
public service rules and regulations governing recruitment, transfer, promotion, training,
wages, leave, health care, job security and retirement. They have access to the same
remedies at various levels and may file complaints against any form of discrimination.

Article 3 of the Labour Code, which regulates employment in the private sector,
stipulates that: “Every citizen has the right to work. Non-citizens may not exercise that right
unless the conditions provided for in this Code are fulfilled. All citizens are equal in terms
of the right to work.” The Kingdom is a party to the International Labour Organization
(ILO) Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100) and the ILO Discrimination
(Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111). Ministerial Decision No.
2370/1, which was promulgated on 18 Ramadan 1431 A.H. (28 August 2010 A.D.),
prohibits discrimination between male and female workers in respect of wages for work of
equal value. Ministerial Decision No. 803 on the Wages Protection Programme was
promulgated on 12 Safar 1434 A.H. (26 December 2012 A.D.) and was introduced in stages
by the Ministry of Labour and Social Development with effect from June 2013. The
Programme operates electronically and involves businesses paying wages through local
banks and submitting employee wage details to the Ministry. The Programme monitors the
data on workers’ monthly payments and compares this with the data recorded by the
Ministry to ensure that wages are paid on time and in full by the employer.
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With regard to access to justice, article 47 of the Basic Law of Governance stipulates
that: “The right of litigation is guaranteed equally for citizens and residents of the
Kingdom.” Article 43 stipulates that: “The Royal Council and the Council of the Crown
Prince shall be accessible to all citizens and to everyone with a complaint or grievance. All
persons shall have the right to contact the public authorities regarding matters affecting
them.” Government departments, the Human Rights Commission and civil society
institutions, including the National Society for Human Rights, take the necessary measures
to obtain redress for women who are subjected to any form of discrimination.

With a view to promoting women’s right to litigation and supplementing the
provisions of the Code of Sharia Procedure, which provide for gender equality and full
legal capacity before the courts, a number of provisions aimed at facilitating women’s
exercise of their right to litigation have been included in the legislation.

2. With regard to the request to indicate what steps the Kingdom is taking to
follow through on its commitments to end the male guardianship system and ensure
compliance with its international obligations under the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women:

The term guardianship is often mentioned by human rights mechanisms and
organizations as a derogation from women’s rights. In reality, it is a principle that promotes
human rights in general. Guardianship is a type of deputyship that is established after a
testator’s death, and the guardian is required, for instance, to look after minors’ financial
affairs. While it may be established on behalf of a man or a woman, it is usually established
on behalf of a woman.

Abuse of this principle, which is enshrined in the Islamic sharia (guardianship),
involves its use as a pretext for assuming control of persons entrusted to the guardian’s care
and violating their rights. The Kingdom’s legislation and its competent institutions seek to
prevent and eradicate such abusive individual practices. The Kingdom complies with its
international obligations and duties under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women.

3. With regard to the request to provide information on any measures that the
Kingdom has taken or intends to take in order to implement the recommendations of
United Nations human rights mechanisms, referred to above, and to bring its
legislation into compliance with international human rights law:

As mentioned above in response to question No. 1, the Kingdom has submitted
reports based on its international obligations, in particular its report on the implementation
of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,
which was published on the OHCHR website and which provides details of legislative and
other measures aimed at empowering women and protecting and promoting their rights in
the Kingdom. The Kingdom’s legislation is in compliance with international human rights
law.

4. With regard to the question concerning the impact of male guardianship laws
on access to education for women and girls to education at all levels (primary,
secondary, tertiary and vocational training) and the steps the Government is taking to
ensure that the right to education of women and girls is fully respected:

Reference was made to the misinterpretation of the term guardianship in the reply to
question 2. Guardianship has no impact whatsoever on the access of women and girls to
education at all levels. The Kingdom’s legislation guarantees the right to education free of
charge and without discrimination to all citizens (male and female). Article 30 of the Basic
Law of Governance stipulates that: “The State shall provide public education and shall
undertake to combat illiteracy.” Article 233 of the Kingdom’s Public Education Policy
Document, promulgated by Cabinet Decision No. 779 of 16-17 Dhu al-Qa’da 1389 A.H.
(2627 November 1969 A.D.), states that all types of education shall be free of charge at all
stages. In view of the important role played by education in achieving sustainable
development and promoting human rights, article 15 of the Policy Document reaffirms the
link between education at all stages and the country’s General Development Plan, which is
designed to build a solid partnership between men and women. The education budget
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totalled 193 billion Saudi Arabian riyals (SRI) in 2019, which is equivalent to 17 per cent
of the State budget. The allocations for boys’ education in the Ninth Development Plan
accounted for 40.34 per cent of the education budget, while the allocations for girls’
education accounted for 59.66 per cent of the education budget. Vigorous action has been
taken to provide education and combat illiteracy on the basis of gender equality.

With regard to vocational training, the first college was established in 2007 and
there were 23 colleges by 2018. They provide high-quality training for women in order to
increase their efficiency and qualifications and promote their integration into the labour
market. A Centre for Vocational Guidance and Career Coordination has been established to
supervise, direct and formulate the policies required to steer individuals towards
appropriate professions and to provide them with the necessary skills and appropriate
training based on labour-market requirements.

The Kingdom’s education system is based on equality between men and women in
all areas, including procedures for admission and enrolment at various levels, curricula,
examinations, the qualifications of teachers and lecturers, and the quality of facilities and
educational materials. In fact, greater attention has been paid to women through affirmative
action, particularly the ongoing establishment of university residence halls for girls, such as
Princess Nourah bint Abdulrahman University and the university residences at Imam
Mohammad bin Saud University and King Saud University.
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Geneva, 17 April 2019

The Permanent Mission of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to the United
Nations Office and other International Organizations at Geneva presents its
compliments to the Special Procedures Branch of the Human Rights Council, and

has the honor to refer to it Secretariat letter No (ALSAU 4/2019) dated 22 February
2019.

In this regard, the Permanent Mission has the honor to attach hereto the
official replay of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and would kindly like to request
from the special procedures branch to transmit the attached reply to all concerned
parties that are reviewing the same case mentioned in the above communication.

The Permanent Mission of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to the United Nations
Office and other International Organizations in Geneva avails itself of this
opportunity to the Office of the Secretary of the Special procedures of the Human
Rights Council the assurances of its highest consideration.

TO the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights Council
Special Procedures Branch

United Nations Office

Geneva
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