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I. Summary 
 

The problem with the center is the gate. It is as if we’re criminals even though we 
didn’t do anything wrong. 
— Woman held in the Social Welfare Home for Women in Tajoura, 
Tripoli, May 4, 2005 

 
I want to go and live on my own with integrity. 
— Woman held in the Social Welfare Home for Women in Tajoura, 
Tripoli, May 4, 2005 

 
The government of Libya is arbitrarily detaining women and girls in “social 
rehabilitation” facilities for suspected transgressions of moral codes, locking them up 
indefinitely without due process. Portrayed as “protective” homes for wayward women 
and girls or those whose families rejected them, these facilities are de facto prisons. In 
them, the government routinely violates women’s and girls’ human rights, including 
those to due process, liberty, freedom of movement, personal dignity, and privacy. Many 
women and girls detained in these facilities have committed no crime, or have already 
served a sentence. Some are there for no other reason than that they were raped, and are 
now ostracized for staining their family’s “honor.” There is no way out unless a male 
relative takes custody of the woman or girl or she consents to marriage, often to a 
stranger who comes to the facility looking for a wife.      
 
The official bylaw governing Libya’s social rehabilitation facilities states that they are to 
provide housing for “women who are vulnerable to engaging in moral misconduct.” The 
facilities are supposed to “protect” these women and girls from violence by relatives in 
the name of “family honor,” and to rehabilitate women deemed to have transgressed 
socially-accepted norms of behavior. But this is protection gone seriously awry: suffering 
a range of human rights abuses in the facilities, most of the women and girls Human 
Rights Watch interviewed said they wanted to leave, and would escape if they could.   
 
Human Rights Watch visited two social rehabilitation facilities in April and May 2005. 
Some of the women and girls we interviewed were confined because they were 
accused—but not criminally convicted—of having had extramarital sex. Others had 
served prison sentences for engaging in extramarital sex, and were transferred to the 
facilities because no male family member would take custody of them. Many had been 
raped, and then evicted from their homes by their families.  
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Libya is violating some of the most basic principles of human rights law in the operation 
of these facilities. The women and girls we interviewed had no opportunity to contest 
their confinement in a court of law, and had no legal representation. Staff did not allow 
them to leave the compound gates. They also subjected them to long periods of solitary 
confinement, sometimes in handcuffs, for trivial reasons like “talking back.” Women and 
girls were tested for communicable diseases without their consent, and most were forced 
to endure invasive virginity examinations upon entry to the facilities. The only education 
the government offers girls in these facilities is weekly religious instruction. 
 
The paradox for women in Libya is striking: legal reforms over the past several decades 
have put Libya ahead of many countries in the Middle East and North Africa in terms of 
formal gender equality. For example, Libyan law now protects a woman’s right to hold 
judicial positions, requires judicial divorce rather than allowing husbands to simply 
verbally repudiate their wives, and grants women presumptive custody of children upon 
divorce. Yet the rigid social norms governing women’s and girls’ participation in society 
and their status in families undermine these legal reforms. They also put women and 
girls at risk of being stripped of their liberty and held captive in social rehabilitation 
facilities.        
 
Libya’s zina laws, which criminalize adultery or fornication, can lead to the detention of 
women and girls in social rehabilitation facilities.  These laws, codified in the penal code, 
discourage rape victims from seeking justice by presenting the threat of prosecution of 
the victims themselves. Women and girls who attempt to press charges for rape risk 
being imprisoned for adultery or fornication if they are unable to meet the high 
threshold of evidence required in rape cases. Judges in Libya also have the authority to 
propose marriage between the rapist and the victim as a “social remedy” to the crime, 
further impeding the ability of rape victims to seek justice. Zina laws violate international 
legal standards guaranteeing individuals the right to have control over matters relating to 
their sexuality, free from coercion, discrimination, and violence. Most of the women and 
girls we interviewed were suspected of having committed zina offenses, leading 
prosecutors to commit them to “social rehabilitation” facilities.  
 
In addition to the zina laws, social and cultural norms regarding chastity, virginity, and 
“family honor,” and the stigma attached to unmarried women living alone, contribute to 
the detention of women and girls in these facilities. Libyan authorities treat adult women 
detained in social rehabilitation facilities like legal minors with little to no independent 
decision-making authority over their lives. Thus, the human rights of women and girls 
are subordinated to rigid social norms condoned and reinforced by the Libyan 
government.  
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While the number of detained women and girls in Libya’s social rehabilitation facilities is 
small—often less than one hundred—the abusive nature of these facilities and the 
egregious violations that occur within them require immediate action. Libya should 
immediately release all women and girls detained in social rehabilitation facilities, and 
instead establish purely voluntary shelters for women and girls in need of housing or 
protection from violence. These shelters should not compromise their privacy, 
autonomy, and freedom of movement. Any woman or girl suspected of a crime should 
receive due process protections, and if convicted should be released upon serving her 
sentence. The government must also take all appropriate measures to eliminate the 
discriminatory laws that lead to the detention of women and girls in these facilities in the 
first place.    
 
This report is based on interviews conducted in Tripoli and Benghazi in April and May 
2005 during Human Rights Watch’s first visit to Libya. During this three-week 
investigation, the authorities provided access to a wide range of high-level officials and 
allowed researchers to speak to prisoners and detainees in private. Government guides, 
however, escorted the delegation and monitored unofficial contact with individuals.   
 
This report presents findings from brief visits to two social rehabilitation facilities in 
Libya: the Social Welfare Home for Women in Tajoura, near Tripoli, and the Benghazi 
Home for Juvenile Girls. At both of these facilities, the directors questioned the women 
and girls about their conversations with Human Rights Watch researchers. The director 
of one of centers told detainees only to speak positively about the facility.   
 
All of the names of women and girls whose cases are discussed have been changed to 
protect their privacy and to ensure they are not penalized for their comments. Identifying 
information for other individuals has been withheld in some cases for the same reasons. 
 
The Libyan government submitted a response to these findings in January 2006 attached 
as an appendix to this report. The statement, prepared by the General People’s 
Committee of Foreign Liaison and International Cooperation, defends the detention of 
women and girls on the basis of Libya’s “religious, sociological, cultural and legal” 
norms. However, the statement concluded that the appropriate authorities would take 
these findings into consideration and investigate the conditions in these institutions 
according to national and international standards.  
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II. Recommendations 
 

When it comes to justice and the judiciary in the Great Jamahiriya, we are keen to be 
up to standards… we seek to amend laws with that in mind.  
—‘Ali ‘Umar Abu Bakr, secretary of justice, Tripoli, April 28, 2005  

 
Human Rights Watch makes the following preliminary recommendations to assist Libya 
in reforming its laws and practices to comply with international standards on detention, 
due process, and women’s human rights. We also encourage the government of Libya to 
invite the U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detentions (as per their request) for an 
official country visit to carry out more specialized follow up.  
 

To the Government of Libya  
• Release all women and girls detained in social rehabilitation facilities who have 

not been charged with or convicted of a crime, and those who have served their 
sentence.  

• Cease the operation of these facilities as they are currently run. Until such time, 
provide all women or girls with their full due process rights including their rights 
to legal counsel and judicial review.    

• Establish voluntary shelters for women and girls at risk of violence that function 
as refuges without compromising the residents’ privacy, personal autonomy, and 
freedom of movement.  

• Repeal regulations that condition a woman’s release from any form of detention 
on a male relative claiming custody of her. 

• Repeal Law No. 70 (Regarding the Establishment of the Hadd Penalty for Zina 
Modifying some of the Provisions of the Penal Law) of 1973.  

• Pending repeal of the zina law, ensure that women accused of the crimes of 
adultery and fornication are afforded due process rights. When detained, 
authorities must inform them of the charges against them, formally charge them, 
and allow them to contact family members and legal counsel. 

• Prosecute perpetrators of domestic and sexual violence to the fullest extent of 
the law. 

• Enact a specific set of laws explicitly criminalizing all forms of family violence. 

• Prohibit judges from suggesting the marriage of the perpetrator and the victim 
as a remedy in rape cases.   
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• Cease immediately the practice of forcing detained women and girls to undergo 
virginity examinations against their will.  

• Use solitary confinement for adults detained in “social rehabilitation” facilities 
only as a last resort and for relatively short periods of time. It should be imposed 
and, where necessary, renewed, on a case-by-case basis, under strict supervision, 
including by a physician, and only for legitimate penological reasons of discipline 
or preventive security.  

• Prohibit the use of disciplinary measures for detained children that involve 
closed or solitary confinement or any other punishment that may compromise 
the physical or mental health of the child. Use cell confinement only when 
absolutely necessary for the protection of a child. Where necessary, it should be 
employed for the shortest possible period of time and subject to prompt and 
systematic review. 

• Collect and disseminate, in a timely and transparent manner, comprehensive 
national statistics on violence against women, detailing the nature and degree of 
violence, rates of prosecution and conviction, and the average sentences and 
penalties.  

 

To the United Nations  
• United Nations agencies operating in Libya, such as the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP), the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), and the World Health Organization, should pay particular attention 
to violations committed against women and girls in social rehabilitation facilities 
and develop programs and strategies designed to curb these abuses. 

• UNDP, in conjunction with the Libyan government and nongovernmental 
organizations, should design and implement service programs for women 
victims of sexual and other violence, including legal literacy, legal aid, counseling, 
shelter, and job training programs. 

• The U.N. Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, its Causes and 
Consequences should request a visit to Libya to assess the extent of violence 
against women in the country and evaluate the state’s response.  

 

To the ACHR, E.U., and Donors   
• The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights should examine the 

abuses against women and girls in Libya’s social rehabilitation facilities and urge 
appropriate reforms. The Commission’s Special Rapporteur on the Rights of 
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Women in Africa should request a visit to Libya to assess violations of women’s 
human rights.  

• The European Union and its member governments should use their influence to 
encourage Libya to adopt the recommendations outlined in this report. They 
should raise the problem of Libya’s social rehabilitation facilities at high-level 
meetings and through their embassies in Tripoli.  

• Prospective donors seeking to invest in Libya should support programs 
providing basic services for women victims of violence, including women’s 
shelters, medical rehabilitation, counseling, and legal aid. They should also 
provide technical and other assistance to the Libyan government to train police, 
prosecutors, doctors, and judges to eliminate gender bias in handling cases of 
violence against women and zina crimes. 




