State Party Examination of Saudi Arabia’s Second Periodic Report

41 Session of the Committee on the Rights of the Child

Geneva, 9-27 January 2006

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (Saudi Arabia) ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1996. On 24 January 2006, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee) examined Saudi Arabia’s Second Periodic Report.

Opening Comments

Prince Dr. Torki bin Mohammed bin Saud Al-Kabeer, the head of the delegation, expressed his deep appreciation on behalf of Saudi Arabia for the opportunity to talk to the Committee. The Government paid its utmost attention to children’s rights, and was willing and ready to cooperate and listen to recommendations. He stressed that the Government adhered to the Islamic religion in implementing the CRC. He stated that both the Government and NGOs contributed to the welfare of children, with a full range of programmes to protect them and to prepare them for a descent and virtuous life. He also insisted that the Committee relied on the data provided by the delegation and the report, saying that data from other sources was not accurate.
Ms. Al-Thani and Mr. Siddiqui, the country rapporteurs, welcomed the delegation. Al-Thani complimented them on the readability of the report, but explained that it focused on laws and did not provide a clear idea of what happened in real life situations. She also commented that the Government had not yet ratified the Optional Protocols on Children in Armed Conflicts (OPAC) and on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution, and Child Pornography (OPSA).

Adoption and Implementation

The Committee asked about the reservations to the CRC expressed by the Government pertaining to possible contradictions with Sharia law. The delegation responded that the independence of the judiciary needed to be respected, but the Government did not think that the reservation hampered the implementation of the general provisions of the CRC. The delegation also notified the Committee that work was being done to adopt the OPAC and the OPSA, and this would be completed soon. The Committee asked if the CRC had precedent over national legislation. The delegation explained that the process of ratification was the same as creating an internal law. Once it was accepted by the councils, it was published by royal decree. It then had the same legal basis as any other law, automatically changing previous laws to conform to the CRC.

The Committee enquired about the National Plan of Action. The delegation explained that it was developed in response to the resolutions of the last summit for children and would last 10 years. The Committee asked if the plan was discussed in Parliament and if a budget would be attached. The delegation said the plan would be given to all parties and the minister of finances. There was no special budget for children, but since children made up 60% of the population, 60% of the budget would be dedicated to them. The Committee asked if there was a poverty reduction strategy. The delegation responded that it was in the final stages of adoption and would be implemented shortly. A special fund was set aside for this issue. 

The Committee asked about the role of the Supreme Council in children’s issues. The delegation explained that the Supreme Council was within the National Commission for Childhood. It facilitated the planning, monitoring and follow-up of programmes and met weekly. The Committee also asked about the purpose of the common guide. The delegation responded that this was a project to consolidate all regulations related to children to deal with repetitions, contradictions and missing elements. The Committee asked if there was a deadline for this work and if laws would be adjusted based on the findings. The delegation replied that it would take three years to complete this work and the Cabinet and various ministers would review the findings.

Collaboration

The Committee asked about the collaboration between the Government and civil society, and their involvement in drafting the report. The delegation responded that they met with associations for the disabled, women and children. The delegation assured the Committee that the influence of civil society would be evident in the next report. The Committee asked about the Government’s openness to human rights organisations, not just charities. The delegation explained that the Government worked with the National Society for Human Rights and that an intergovernmental human rights committee was being established. The Government had also taken an active role in drafting the Arab Charter on Human Rights, which would come into force shortly.

Participation and Awareness

The Committee asked how children were given the opportunity to express their views. The delegation responded that ministers met with groups of children to discuss issues. The Ministry of Education had a council for consulting children, and it also held morning meetings to give school children the opportunity to speak. The Committee asked what was done to raise public awareness of children’s rights, and if there were plans to include information on the CRC in the school curriculum. The delegation explained that the Government was working to raise public awareness. The curriculum was set up to teach human rights in secondary and military schools, as well as universities. Posters had also been placed in schools to inform children of their rights.

The Committee asked how the media was involved in publicising the CRC and in supporting the efforts made by the Government to improve children’s rights. The delegation replied that there was freedom of the press, but the latter did not always report things in an accurate manner. The Government worked to inform the media about issues and what was being done. It hoped that the media would fulfil its role of educating the public. The Committee suggested that the Government hold a press conference to shed light on what was discussed during the meeting and to present the Concluding Observations.

Juvenile Justice

The Committee asked for explanations about the juvenile justice system. The delegation explained that children were taken to special rehabilitation centres during the investigation and a report was prepared on the child’s full situation. A special judge would then decide if the child should remain at the centre for treatment. There was no penal sanction and the offence was not included in the child’s civil file. The goal was rehabilitation through education, vocational training and religious instruction. The Committee asked about deprivation of liberty in these centres. The delegation insisted that a minor could not be detained for longer than 6 months during an investigation and monitoring took place in these situations. Parents were also involved, often choosing to have their children stay longer in order to finish the academic year at the centre. 

The Committee asked why 10,000 children were in centres and why the number of girls in these facilities had increased by 60% over the previous 2 years. The delegation explained that everyone who was brought to the centres was registered, even if it was only for 1 day, and that inflated the numbers. Children were often at these centres for a short period of time. The Committee asked what the difference was between social surveillance centres and social guidance centres. The delegation replied that the surveillance centres were for children under 18 who had committed offences, while the guidance centres were for children placed there by parental request. The Committee enquired into the monitoring of these institutions, but this was not addressed by the delegation.

The Committee expressed disapproval that the age of criminal responsibility was 7. The delegation reported that this had already been changed to 12. The Committee asked if capital punishment was applied to children, stating that it insisted on the complete abolition of the death penalty for children under 18. The delegation explained that the death penalty could only be applied if the aggressor had reached the age of majority, which was determined by the judge in each case. The Government was currently reviewing whether 18 should be set as the age of majority or if it should remain up to the judges to decide. The Committee asked if adults who committed crimes before they were 18 could later be sentenced to death. The delegation replied that the age at the time of the crime was the age considered in the case.

Discrimination

The Committee commented that girls did not enjoy important rights such as the freedom of movement. They specifically mentioned the case in Mecca where 14 girls died in a fire because they were not properly dressed and the religious police would not let them leave the building. The delegation was aware of this case and insisted that the authorities had tried to help the girls. The delegation stated that the media had published this information without a sound basis. A special committee had been set up to investigate the case. The Committee noted that this occurred in 2002 and the investigation was still going on. The delegation responded that the investigation did not take that long, but the procedures and necessary steps to raise awareness and train staff took more time. The Committee was alarmed by reports that the religious police attacked improperly dressed girls on a daily basis and felt the Government needed to train them on children’s rights.

Health 

The Committee commented that the healthcare system was clearly improving, but asked what was being done to enhance access in isolated areas. The delegation explained that mobile health units had been created to work in the mountains. There were also seasonal mobile units during grazing seasons. Primary healthcare was guaranteed free of charge to all citizens and the Government worked to reach those in remote areas.

The Committee asked about nutrition, specifically breastfeeding. The delegation replied that increased female employment was changing life patterns but the Government was working to promote awareness of breastfeeding. It was illegal to market alternatives to breastfeeding, and female workers were allowed to leave work to breastfeed their children during the day. Nurseries had been set up in schools for this purpose, as most teachers were women. Maternity leave had also become available. The Committee asked about the obesity problem and whether there was a national plan to address nutrition. The delegation responded that the obesity rate among schoolchildren was 13-20%. There were classes on nutrition and parents were encouraged to provide better breakfasts.

The Committee highlighted the lack of information regarding special centres, psychological help, or drug treatment for adolescents. The delegation replied that help was offered in hospitals and medical institutions. The Government was working to break the taboos regarding psychological services, both encouraging families to seek them and sending doctors for training in psychology and psychiatry. As for drug use, the delegation explained that the use of drugs was considered an illness, not a crime, and victims were given treatment instead of punishment. 

The Committee asked about HIV/AIDS. The delegation explained that three specialised centres had been created to diagnose, treat and educate victims and their families. The media was also increasing awareness and encouraging equal treatment for those infected. The Committee asked about reports they had heard of female genital mutilation. The delegation replied that the question was surprising as the law and Islam prohibited it and there were no official cases reported.

The Committee noted that improvements had been made, but wanted more information about the number of children with disabilities and the services provided to them, especially those who lived in remote areas. The delegation gave the Committee a document containing a breakdown of the types of disabilities along with the number of cases.

Education 

The Committee enquired into the low rate of pre-schools attendance (10%). The delegation explained that the Government had first established a primary education system, but priority was increasingly being given to pre-school education. Five centres were created to train teachers to work with children under 6 and awareness campaigns were conducted to inform parents of the importance of early education.

The Committee asked about the age limit for compulsory education. The delegation explained that education was required between the ages of 6 and 15. The Committee asked what was done to reduce dropout rates. The delegation responded that financial assistance was often given to students to encourage school attendance instead of work. There were also guidance services available in schools. Furthermore, directors were allowed to confront parents if their children were not attending regularly. In response to the question about school fees, the delegation replied that education was free for all Saudi or non-Saudi children. Books and healthcare within the school were also free. The Committee also asked about non-formal educational services for children out of school. The delegation replied that vocational training centres existed for children who did not want traditional education. Apprenticeships were also available and the military provided training for those who left school.

The Committee enquired into equal access to education, citing the large discrepancy in literacy rates between girls and boys. The delegation explained that the illiteracy rate had been drastically reduced to 15%. The higher rate for women could be attributed to the large percentage of older women who had not stressed education as a priority. Girls were receiving proper education (equal to boys). The Committee also asked about the availability of education for children with disabilities. The delegation replied that inclusion programmes existed so they could attend most lessons with their peers and have some special classes to meet their needs. The Committee asked about access to education in remote areas, especially for Bedouin children. The delegation responded that there were small schools with flexible schedules to accommodate migrant workers and those living in remote areas.

The Committee enquired about the relationship between school and religion, especially respect for religious minorities. The delegation explained that the Government did not interfere with parents who wanted to teach their children different views. The Committee also asked about the difference between religious and regular schools. The delegation replied that religious schools covered the curriculum of the civil schools, with additional religious courses. The Committee enquired about the role of these schools in spreading extremist views. The delegation responded that they provided sound religious training and education, and were not ‘extremist’. The Government condemned terrorist acts and wanted to see an end to terrorism.

The Committee asked about the use of corporal punishment in schools. The delegation answered that it was illegal and teachers were trained to use alternatives. Teachers signed a yearly pledge to abstain from corporal punishment, and there were severe penalties for those who violated it.
Child Labour 

The Committee asked for clarification on the minimum age of work. The delegation explained that it had been 13 but was now 18, with some children allowed to work at 15. The Committee asked about domestic workers and if this was monitored. The Committee enquired into the use of children as jockeys for camel races. The delegation explained that this was abolished by royal decree, and control committees insured that no jockeys were under 18.

Family Environment

The Committee asked for clarification of the proposed law against child abuse and neglect. The delegation explained that the law was in the final stages of development and would be ready shortly. There were specialised investigators who could remove children from homes, and courts would then decide on the placement. The Committee asked how children were made aware of their rights, and what methods were available for them to report violations. The delegation responded that there were plans to hold workshops to increase child awareness, and hotlines and internet sites were also available. Hospitals were required to report suspicions, and anyone (e.g. a neighbour) could lodge a complaint.

The Committee asked what was done to find parents of abandoned children. The delegation explained that the police had an obligation to reunite families. DNA procedures were used, and if possible, the children were reunited with their parents. If the latter were not found, the department responsible for orphans would determine if the child would be placed in foster care or in an institution. The Committee asked about the foster care system. The delegation responded that foster families received money to care for the child and follow-up was conducted to ensure proper treatment. The Committee also asked about the use of institutions and why these were sometimes used to separate a child from his or her family. The delegation explained that institutions could be orphanages, but there were also rehabilitation centres for children in violation of the law or whose parents requested that their children receive treatment.

The Committee asked what was being done to help street children, especially the large number of child beggars. The delegation explained that the majority of these children were not Saudi citizens but were trafficked from neighbouring countries during pilgrimages to the Holy places. It was hard to monitor because of the special situation, but the Government was working with neighbouring countries to return these children to their homelands. The Government took on a large financial burden by providing services and care to these children and help them return home.

The Committee asked about the minimum age of marriage. The delegation replied that in accordance with Sharia law, boys and girls could marry at 18. The Committee asked about ‘daytime marriages’ and what affect this would have on children born in this situation. The delegation explained that the ‘daytime marriage’ was a legal contract of marriage where the woman waived most of her legal rights. However, the rights of the child were still guaranteed, and courts held both parents responsible for the child. 

Nationality

The Committee asked for clarification regarding the recognition of Saudi nationality, specifically when the mother was Saudi but the father was not. The delegation explained that it was possible for the mother to pass Saudi nationality to her children. The Committee also asked about the status of children whose parents were illegal immigrants. The delegation assured the Committee that all children regardless of origin were guaranteed basic rights, including free education and health care.

Concluding Remarks

Al-Thani thanked the delegation for the valuable information provided. The high level officials and the inclusion of women on the delegation proved that there was a strong political will to implement the CRC. There had been a lot of improvements, but there was still a great deal of work to do. She looked forward to the ratification of the two OPs and to the third report. Siddiqui also thanked the delegation for having a frank and open discussion.

The Prince thanked the Committee on behalf of the delegation and guaranteed that the Government would review all questions and proposals. He looked forward to the third report in which he felt confident that progress would be demonstrated. He also promised to speak with the press directly on these issues so the media would be aware of what was happening.
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