Women’s and Girls’ Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights
in Situations of Crisis



A. Concept / Definition of Crisis

1. Definition of ‘Crisis’ and Examples of Crisis Situations:

Crisis is called ‘general disaster’ in the Civil Defense Law and is defined as “the event of nature or humans that results in, or suffering happens due to, huge loss of lives or public or private properties or both as the required abilities to confront such occurrences exceed the capabilities of relevant administrations in different areas”. 
Examples of such situations include: 
· War or threat of war
· Internal criminal disturbances 
· Earthquakes, tropical cyclones, floods
· The spread of an epidemic or plague

2. Legal & Policy Framework for Management of Crisis

Emergency management in Oman is regulated by the Civil Defense Law (Royal decree 76/1991) and the State of Emergency Law (Royal Decree 75/2008).  The Sultan of Oman is the Commander for National-level Emergencies, with assistance from the National Security Council. 

The National Committee for Emergency Management with its governmental representatives and Royal Oman Police are responsible for strategic planning and legislating the relevant laws and regulations. The committee is also responsible for determining the role and scope of work of the national subcommittee, for search and rescue, relief and shelter, medical response and public awareness. 

3. Institutional Mechanisms for Management of Crisis

At the National Level, the Oman National Emergency Management Center is one of the main agencies responsible for the management and coordination during crisis situations; activating and revising sector plans, and coordinating national efforts for relief work including coordination of other support agencies (civil society organizations, voluntary teams and the private sector) in line with the framework of procedures outlined in the sector plan. 

While the countrywide framework is laid out by the National Committee for Emergency Management, every institution develops its policies based on the national framework and has its emergency plan which includes an evacuation plan.

The Ministry of Health is represented in the National Committee for Emergency Management in the role of the National Coordinator for Medical and Public Health Response.

The Ministry of Health has its own Centre for Emergency Management. Emergency management plan includes: 
· Full preparedness to transfer select ordinary rooms to be ready for emergency purposes.
· Providing sufficient quantity of blood, plasma and required medicines in coordination with blood bank and medicine stores.
· Coordinating with the health institutions to accommodate the emergency cases in addition to coordinating with the voluntary teams to help as organizers.


B. Challenges and Good Practices 

Since early seventies Women and children are two key population groups of health care systems. Various health programs were adopted to improve the health of women and children. These include antenatal care, postnatal care, prevention of mother to child transmission of HIV and syphilis, family planning, immunization, newborn care and screening for congenital and genetic disorders. The health indicators for Oman showed that the country maintained universal coverage for antenatal care 99%, delivery under skilled birth attendance 99%, and screening for HIV in pregnancy 97% and 99% immunization coverage for the past decade. 
Despite the drop in the oil price and the political instability of the neighbor countries, the health services in general and services for women and children in particular in Oman have not been adversely affected. This is attributed to the following factors:
1. The health of women and children in Oman has been supported by various political commitments such as the Convention for the Right of the Child (CRC), the Convention of Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). As a high priority subject, His Majesty the Late Sultan Qaboos had assured the people of Oman that health is a fundamental right of the people, and the Sultanate will continue to provide healthcare to its citizens free-of-charge, as since the onset of Omani renaissance. In 2014, Oman issued the Child Law, which ensures in Article No. 15, that “all component state organizers to take the necessary preventive and curative measures and procedures to provide mothers with appropriate prenatal and postnatal health care.” 
While developing the long-term health vision 2050 for health system reform, the Oman government in 2013, in collaboration with other health and non-health sector stakeholders, had evaluated the performance and achievements in the past years in order to identify vital challenges and required strategies. Women and children’s health have been the main pillars in the health system strategic reform, where a strategic study had been carried out to analyze the current situation and to put in place the future direction for women and children’s health up to 2050, with the vision of ensuring their attainment of the optimum well-being throughout their lives.
2. Decentralization of health services. Each governorate has its own budget and delegated authorities over budget allocation. Medical stores are available in the governorates to ensure continuous supply of drugs and laboratory requirements with no stock out was recorded.
3. Integration of women and child health services into primary health care services which is provided through the wide network of primary health care facilities which are built, taking in considerations population density, distribution and geopolitical considerations. These services are available and are accessible even during times of crisis as they are considered a priority services, for e.g. antenatal service, birth spacing etc.
4. The Private health sector follow Ministry of Health policies and regulations.
5. Intersectoral collaboration in women’s and children’s health
6. With regard to prevention and investigation of gender-based violence Oman has a system of reporting and management of child abuse. It has a Child Protection committee to coordinate care provided to these vulnerable children in each governorate. The hotline has been made operational for children to dial in and ask for help. Women subjected to abuse from their partners or any other family members can also use the line. Currently, there is a project underway to develop cross-sectorial platform for case management in order to improve the communication and fasten the response to the victims.
7. Female genital mutilation (FGM) is prohibited in all government and private health institutions. It is a harmful practice by child law and any child subjected to FGM is reported to the Child Protection Committee to take the needful action. 



C. Experiences of Crisis

Oman has had its share of crisis experiences, which have all been natural disasters, primarily tropical cyclones. 
· In 2007, Cyclone Gonu caused havoc in Oman. It served as the stimulus for modern emergency management structure in Oman.
· In June 2010, Cyclone Phet caused damaging flash floods.
· In 2018, Oman experienced exceptional climate conditions, especially during cyclone Mekunu affected Dhofar and other governorates for a few days.  
· 2020 pandemic of COVID-19 was considered an emergency situation as in many other countries. 

The provision of reproductive health services in the country was not affected during these crises due to the factors mentioned above.  The women and child health services were accessible during these crisis as they were integrated into the primary health care programme.

D. Preparedness, Recovery and Resilience 

At National Level:
Due to the existence of a well-coordinated plan at the national level, adopted with relevant inputs at the institutional and regional levels as well, similar crisis management procedures are followed across the country, as demonstrated below in the case of COVID-19:-

The Sultanate took various necessary measures to contain the virus and limit its spread as much as possible. Initially the Ministry of Health took initiative to plan its preventive and curative role in tackling the COVID-19 pandemic. Then, His Majesty Sultan Haitham decreed the formation of the Supreme Committee on COVID-19, to be the national authority body for coordinate national measures and responses to address the pandemic and limit the spread of the COVID-19. 

Decision was also taken by the Supreme Committee on COVID-19 to limit the number of people at workplaces. The groups most at of infection with the COVID-19 were exempted from regular working schedules and encouraged to work from home, like pregnant employee / nursing mother, elderly people, people with visual impairment and those on immunosuppressive drugs or suffering from chronic diseases.

The Ministry of Health has adopted a set of measures that have been updated in line with the newly emerging and accelerating situation of this global epidemic including an epidemiological surveillance system for acute and severe respiratory infections, for early detection and management of COVD-19. A follow-up system for the identified cases and their contact information for their counselling, care and management was put in place. Designated testing and quarantine centres were identified. 

The relief and shelter sector had been activated for quarantine purposes for Omani and non-Omani citizens who did not have ability to self-quarantine. This included men, women, children and returning Omanis from abroad. Focus was also laid on raising community awareness the prevention and quarantine measures of citizens by utilizing different media. 

As per the directions of the Supreme Committee, restrictions were placed on large gatherings, suspension of all educational institutions.

Response and works of different sectors were carried out at the national level in a unified and organized manner, through cooperation with the National Emergency Management Center, and by regular reporting to the Supreme Committee. 


In the Ministry of Health

1. Preparation stage:

· One of the first steps taken by the Ministry of Health, was the formation of a technical team, to review the global and local epidemiological situation to develop response strategies and recommendations to limit the spread of the epidemic in the Sultanate. The committee in its response take into account the different groups of society, including pregnant mothers, children, the elderly and people with chronic diseases by determine their risk factors and developing mechanisms suitable for them.
· In order to keep updated on the epidemiological situation of COVID-19, the Ministry of Health – Oman, has also communicated directly with global, regional and gulf organizations such as the World Health Organization, the Health Council of the Cooperation Council States (GCC) and the General Secretariat of the Cooperation Council States. Senior officials from the Ministry of Health also attended the meeting of the Healthy Cities Committees in the GCC via video communication on the COVID-19 pandemic, to exchange views on the role of healthy cities in the GCC countries in combating the COVID-19 pandemic, the efforts taken by each GCC country and to review the experiences.
· Additionally, guidelines and policies were put in place to limit the spread of the infection in the Sultanate. In order to deal with any imported cases suspected of having the disease. Public health measures were also strengthened at the borders such as self-disclosure for all travelers coming from disease-endemic areas, medical examination for people with symptoms, home or institutional quarantine for those coming from countries affected by the disease. The Ministry created a comprehensive guide on institutional and home quarantine.  The necessary medical advice and care were provided to people subjected to quarantine.
· The Ministry has also provided personal protection equipment for health workers. The capacity of the Ministry's Central Public Health Laboratory has also been strengthened and provided with the necessary reagents to diagnose the infection. Healthcare workers have also been trained on dealing with disease, raising the efficiency of health institutions and their readiness to deal with pandemic.
· Due to the increasing number of COVID-19 cases, the Ministry of Health call center was made available around the clock. Additionally, telemedicine helpline for pregnant women was started to provide support and medical guidance.
· Regular press conferences have been held under the auspices of the distinguished Minister of Health, and other officials to update the public on situation of the pandemic and country response. 

2. Implementation phase:

The Ministry initiated the implementation phase by sending circulars according to the epidemiological indicators to all health institutions and departments, complying with the decisions of the Supreme Committee, including reducing the number of employees in the health departments and institutions of the Ministry of Health, enabling work from home options.
Since the earliest cases in Oman in February 2010, efforts have continued at all levels to combat the spread of the epidemic, and advertising campaigns have been intensified to urge members of the community to stay at home and adhere to various prevention methods. 
Institutional supervisory visits by Ministry of Health officials have also been intensified with the aim of providing support to healthcare workers and evaluating the performance of institutions.  Guidelines on detection and management of COVID-19 were updated regularly based on the locally and globally situation of the pandemic.
The Ministry has also implemented a package of precautionary measures to prevent the spread of the COVID-19 in the health institutions such as:

· Reducing clinics in primary health care institutions to limit the spread of the Covid-19 virus by postponing outpatient clinics, except for urgent and necessary emergency cases.
· Antenatal visits reduced to four visits only for pregnant women with no risk factors
· Family planning services continued to be provided
· Immunization services also continue
· Refilling of prescriptions at pharmacy by sending short text messages to patients with chronic diseases.
· Postponing all non-emergency surgeries appointments and limiting them to emergency surgeries and postponing all non-emergency appointments in health institutions.
· Reducing the health personnel in each department and maintaining the remaining health personnel in reserve.
· Halting the provision of home care services except in case of extreme necessity. 

Telemedicine Helpline for Women
In order to provide clinical advice to women of childbearing age, pregnant women and lactating mothers, the Ministry of Health launched a women's telemedicine helpline service through the Ministry of Health's call center in cooperation with the United Nations Population Fund, the World Health Organization and the Omani Obstetrics and Gynecology Association, to meet the needs of women esp. pregnant women, for health and psychological care, in light of the ongoing pandemic.

Psychological Support

With the high rates of anxiety and fear of contracting Corona virus, Al-Masarah Hospital for Mental Health adopted the "Let Us Agree" initiative, which aims to enhance and stimulate the mental health of individuals and provide some strategies to deal with psychological pressure through direct advice and guidance. The "Youth Voluntary Psychology" team has also supported the National Youth Committee, to provide psychological support through self-help tools to deal with various emotions such as anxiety, boredom, loneliness etc. 

Support for Children and Care-givers:

Considering children, a vulnerable group during the pandemic, and in order to increase their awareness to provide them with psychological support, the Ministry of Health took a number of measures to educate them and their families, including:
· Producing education health education materials including short breaks in TV on  the effect of the Corona virus in children, the effect of home quarantine, and how to cope with the current situation for parents and children.
· In cooperation with the UNICEF office, Ministry of Health is planning to launch a national media campaign that focus on children and the current pandemic situation.

Support for Victims of Child Abuse:

Child abuse and violence includes all forms of physical and / or emotional abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, belittling, commercial or other types of exploitation that cause actual or potential harm to the child's health and threaten his survival, development or dignity. From this standpoint, addressing the problem of child abuse is a shared responsibility among several parties, as the health sector has a pivotal role in preventing and protecting children from abuse, as it includes the responsibility for early detection and reporting of cases of neglect and abuse and providing the necessary treatment and rehabilitation services for the child and his family. 
Some of the most important efforts undertaken by the Ministry of Health in light of the Corona pandemic:
· Participation in forums and scientific forums that are presented remotely on topics related to the protection and care of children in light of the pandemic.
· Work is currently underway, in cooperation with UNICEF, on two campaigns for communication about risks and community participation and the campaign for communication for change.
· Continuing to work remotely in the joint multi-sector system to manage the situation, protect children from abuse and neglect, support children with disabilities, develop early childhood development, and provide health services to affected children and their families.
· Providing information programs on positive parenting and on the importance of strengthening the relationship between parents and children in order to protect children from violence and others.
· Planning to conduct a media campaign to educate families about children's domestic accidents, especially in light of the circumstances of the Corona pandemic, as children spend all their time at home.
· Providing the necessary services and interventions for abused children and communicating with other competent authorities.


Support for Children with Special Needs and Care-givers:

The Ministry of Health has paid attention to children with special needs in light of the Corona pandemic and that is through:
· Putting mechanism for ensuring re-fill medication for children with special needs and those with chronic diseases.
· Producing educational materials that include children with special needs (Down Syndrome, Autism Spectrum Disorder) containing health measures, behavioral problems that families may face at home, and the importance of psychological support for them.
· Emphasizing the need to follow up on children through scheduled appointments such as (Down Syndrome, Autism Spectrum) clinics through health complexes and hospitals, in order to ensure the provision of health services to these children.
· Using modern technologies and platforms to provide counseling, advice and guidance for children with the autism spectrum and their families. 
· The Ministry collaborate with the Omani Association for the Disabled to produce educational materials, for people with hearing impairment. It also printed and translated all educational materials in different languages ​​(English, Urdu, Farsi, Hindi and Chinese) in addition to the Arabic language. 
3. The recovery phase:

With the reduction in number of reported cases, decisions have been taken to gradually reduce the restrictions in order to slowly return the country to normalcy, such as ending the decision to exempt employees from coming to workplaces in government agencies, and the need to return at least 50% of the employees of each agency at workplaces, with the necessary precautionary and controls in place to limit spread of infection. 

Guidelines and regulations, like the guidebook “Return to work, a step for hope,” were circulated, which included procedures and measures to protect the employees and clients from COVID-19 within work places.
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