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When will We Turn Our Pledges to Action?

by Shaheen Anam

Let us ask this question, are we willing

perverted form of patriarchy
dominate and subsume

to let that happen? Are we willing
that manifests itself in violence against women and children to
our culture and tradition? The answer is a resounding No! Let us

to allow the most

unitedly, men and women on International Womens Day, not only make a pledge but act

NCE again women all over
angladesh will renew
their pledges to build a

violence free. discrimination
free society. Once again they
will raise their fists, in rally's
and processions and demand
the protection of their basic and
fundamental rights. Women in
Bangladesh have been doing
this for many many years now,
one can question "has anything
changed or has it made a
difference?"

The answer will depend on
what we mean by change. Yes, it
has focused attention and
heightened awareness on wom-
ens issues, it has provoked
much more debate and discus-
sion and it has also resulted in
concrete and positive change.
However in terms of protection
of women's human rights, in
terms of reducing or stopping
violence, we can see no visible
change, in fact many believe
that violence against women
has increased.,

The new year, 1998, dawned
on us with newspaper report of
simultaneous acid attacks on 5
women not to mention the news
on 31st Dec of the slaughtering
of Lovely in broad daylight.
Odhikar, a human rights organ-
isation, published a report stat-
ing that there were 39 cases of
death in police custody in 1997.
However, women have bourne
the brunt of violence with 733
rapes, 110 acid burning cases,
66 dowry related deaths and 64
women falling prey to Fatwa.
What is most disconcerting is
the knowledge that much more
remains unreported and there-
fore unknown.

Odhikar's survey has been
confirmed by the daily reports
of torture on women ranging
from acid attack, rape, traffick-
ing and f{inally murder. These
crimes were perpetrated by
strangers, relatives, inlaws,
husbands and the police. We
have noticed to our utter shock

upon to eliminate this scourge from our society.

the reluctance on the part of the
authorities to take quick and
firm action. Unfortunately, po-
litical parties continue to spon-
sor mastaans and armed goons
ignoring the suffering of ordi-
na%peuplc,

idnapping of young girls in
rural and small towns is a
common feature and yet we

hardly hear of arrest because of
supposed influence of those
perpetrating the crimes. The
case of Zainal Hazari of Feni
and the barbaric torture on
Ummeda Begum is a shameful
example of authorities turning
a blind eye to justice and human
rights. The case last August in
Golachipa, Potuakhali of the
public humiliation and
degradation of a couple, is an-
other example of using muscle
power to cover up crimes
against women. Shima died
while in judicial custody and to
date we have not heard what her
crime was.

Violence against young girls
and children reached its most
barbaric and dehumanised
form when on February 19 we
read of the brutal rape of a 9
year old by 4 hoodlums in Tej-
gaon thana.

Violence is not the only hu-
man rights violations women
have faced. Recently the High
Court passed a judgement that
puts into jeopardy our constitu-
tional right to-equal status.in
the eyes of the l]aw. According to
the ruling, women in
Bangladesh cannot pass on
their citizenship to their off-
spring. In other words, a
Bangladeshi women's children
do not automatically become
Bangladeshi if their lﬁthcr is a
foreigner.

omens groups continue to
pursue the issue of violence. Not
m:(lj,v do they organise rallys
and street demonstrations, but
have taken on programmes
such as advocacy, discussions

and dialogue. Women lawyers
have been active in pressing for
law reforms and women ac-
tivists have continued to put
pressure for their implementa-
tion. The demand for justice
and quick dispensation of cases
and exemplary punishment of
the offenders have been the
rallying cry of coalitions such
as the Sammilito Nari Samaj
and other womens organisa-
tions.

Although, there are no visi-
ble signs of change, as more and
more reports of violence con-
tinues to pour in, there is more
articulation of protest and
more interest from the civil so-
ciety such as the media, emi-
nent personalities, academics.

Elaug.rcrs. etc. to do get involved
and bring about changes. There
is much more public and pri-
vate discussion on the issue
then ever before. One of the
most positive sign we have no-
ticed recently has been the in-
volvement of peoples organisa-
tions, federations, unions and
lobby groups to demand rights
and justice for themselves.

We have seen spontaneous
demonstrations ur%.anised by
common people both men and
women to protest violence,
most recently in Mymensingh
when a doctor ra a teenaged
girl in his clinic. Such public
spontaneous outburst of anger
has influenced authorities to
take quick and urgent actions
against the criminals. Garment
workers have ur%anlsed them-
selves informally and have
formed trade-unions. federa-
tions to demand security and
safety in the work place. There
has been regular reports of vio-
lence against them in the form
and rape, assault and death due
to fire.

Another positive sign we
have noticed is the discussion
and debates that centres around

womens issues. These discus-
sions are not only confined to
womens and activist organisa-
tions but has permeated to in-
dividual, group and family lev-
els. There is definitely a silent
protest against injustice which
ordinary people, both men and
women warit to resists and fight
against. This protest might not
be very apparent or visible but
it is very much there. Infact the
topic in most parties, get-to-
gethers and family gatherings
often centres around the issue
of violence, womens rights and
the demand for justice.

Against such a backdrop, the
need of the hour is to pursue the
issue with much more determi-
nation, vigour and commit-
ment. We must project ourselves
as a much more powerful and
substantive lobby group. We
have to harmness somehow and
exploit the potential resource of
ordinary men and women. the
silent majority, who are wait-
ing to be organised and used as a

strong and potent force against
injustice, discrimination and
oppression.

It is very important to un-

derstand that this struggle is
not only for women by women.
Security and justice are the
most fundamental rights of all
citizens. It is the pillar on
which the traditions and cul-
tures of society.is built on. Its
violation destroys the very fab-
ric of social behaviour ‘and
norms.’Let us.ask Ahis question,
are we willing to let that hap-
pen?.are we willing to allow the
most perverted form of patri-
archy that manifests itself in
violence against women and
children to dominate and sub-
sume our culture and tradition?
The answer is a resounding No!
Let us unitedly, men and women
on International Womens Day,
not only make a pledge but act
upon to eliminate this scourge
from our society.

The Demand of the Day

Full Recognition of the Rights

of Women Workers

historical significance of the

celebrations of 8th March
that women workers' issues has
come into the forefront of the
women's movement in
Bangladesh today. Women
workers of this country stand
till today as a body-politic in
the economic, social, cultural
and political spheres of life al-
fecting millions of
Bangladeshis. Dismally
enough, despite being a force to
be reckoned with, acts of vio-
lence and discrimination, ex-
ploitation and undermining of
the role of women continues to
be an everyday word in all as-
pects of our lives.

Women have unitedly come
together in demanding pun-
ishment of the perpetrators of
crimes of violence and justice
for the women, exemplified in
the movement of the Sammilita
Nari Samaj for proper trial and
justice for s ic cases such as
the rape and murder by police of
Yasmeen, a domestic worker
and Shima, a garments worker.
Yet, none of these cases or the
several that are committed ev-
eryday have either been prop-
erly investigated, put to trial or
justice served. Therefore, acts of
violence, especially against
women workers, continues.
Demands have been put forward
by the Sarnmilita Nari Samayj, a
women activist's platform, that
need to be made a part of our ev-
eryday struggle to bring dignity
and social justice into our own
lives and into the lives of the
women workers of Bangladesh.

Specific demands for the
recognition of such rights that
have been put forward are:

l. Appreciation and ac-
knowledgement of the vast
contribution of women working
in factories, industries, con-
struction, agriculture, weaving,
domestic services other infor-
mal sectors, nursing, prim
health care, other health sec-
tors. educational sector, offices
banks etc. in the national econ-
omy of Bangladesh.

2. Full implementation of
labour laws. Equal wages for
equal work is demanded.

3. Specific laws and pun-
ishment for acts of harassment,
discrimination. and physical
and sexual abuse of women
working in factories, offices
and all other work places.

IT is in recognition ol the
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4. Mandatory construction
of separate toilets and rest
rooms for women workers
within their work situation and
the establishment of day-care
centres and creches for their
children.

The following demands have
been put forward for all women
of Bangladesh:

5. Stopping of all state vio-
lence and violence perpetrated
by the police on women.

6, Formulation of effective
laws and policies to resist all
forms of violence against
women.

7. Proper and transparent
investigation and accountabil-
ity of the judiciary in trying
cases related to crimes against
women.

8. Immediate formation of a
War Tribunal to try Pakistani
Army and their collaborators
i.e. Razakars, Al-Badr, Al-
Shams for rape and genocide of
women in Bangladesh in 1971.

9. Comprehensive evalua-
tion and acknowledgement of
the contribution of women, in-
cluding acts of bravery and
martyrdom against Pakistani
Army and their collaborators
du_:_'ing the Muktijuddho in
1971.

10. Formulation of the Uni-
form Family Code for women
irrespective of religion or cul-
tural identity,

11. Full ratification of the
Convention for the Elimina-
tion of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW). including
withdrawal of reservation on
Article 2 and Article 16 (1F).
and introduction of CEDAW
into domestic legislation.

12. Implementation of the
Plan of Action announced b
the Prime Minister in Marc
1996 and realisation of the
commitment expressed by the
Government of B adesh dur-
ing the 4th World Women's Con-
ference for upholding the dig-
nity of all women of this coun-
try.

It is only through the {nfnt
and collective struggle ol all
women workers and women
from all spheres of life can the
rights of the women of
Bangladesh be realised. Yet the
onus for such realisations may
fall hcaviliy on complete recog-
nition of rights of women

F

workers who are subjected to
the most miserable wnrking
conditions, living quarters an
miserly wages, and who are
most easily accessible to the
trators of violence, i.e. the
police and the mastaans, forces

who are well-identified by now
by society and the common
people, but who remain un-
reachable by the present laws
and practices of this country.

A celebration of Interna-
tional Women's Day must
surely celebrate the resilience,
struggle and positive role that
women workers are continui
to play today, in the face of suc
violence, political indifference
and injustice. :

Law and Our Rights
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Women make up only 7% of ministerial positions, globally. Even
within this small percentage, they remain heavily concentrated in
the areas of social affairs, including education, health and family.

I The total number of women ministers worldwide in the social cat- ‘
egory is 14%, whereas the total for political ministerial positions
is only 3%, and for executive posts, 4% . Within the economic cat-
- egory, women hold 4% of ministerial positions, They fare slightly
better in the areas of law and justice, with 10% of posts.

|

Social

Justice

men's Day

W international treaties
have been as widely
accepted as the Convention

on the Elimination of All
Forms of Diserimination
Against Women (CEDAW). As of
May 1997, 160 countries had
ratified, acceded or succeeded to
CEDAW. Three-Afghanistan,
Sao Tome and Principe and the
Untied States — had signed, in-
dicating their intention to rat-
ify. Thirty States had neither
signed nor ratified.

But CEDAW, like its com-
panion treaty on the rights of
the child, has provoked scores
of reservations — indicating
widespread and deep-rooted re-
sistance to the concept of full
equality for women. Nearly one
third of States parties have
Iodged substantive reservations
or declarations, signalling they
will not be huung by certain
CEDAW provisions — ranging
from equality in nationality
and citizenship and in sharing
family property to women's
participation in the military
and the clergy. A few nations.
including Malaysia, Maldives.
Morocco. Pakistan and
Tunisia. have gone much fur-
ther, filing general reservations
to anhr portion of the Conven-
tion that conflicts with existing
national, customary or reli-
gious law,

Many of these reservations
appear to violate the 1969 Vi-
enna Convention on the Law of
Treaties, which prohibits
reservations that are incompat-
ible with the object and purpose
of a treaty. Particularly dis-
turbing are reservations from
24 nations against article 16, a
core Froﬂsiun that guarantees
equality between women and
mrr:n in marriage and family
life.

Such reservations strike at
the heart of CEDAW. They reject
the extension of human rights
protection into the private do-
main and entrench the inferior
role of women, Similarly un-
dermining the purpose of
CEDAW are most of the dozen
reservations to article 2, which
outlines legal steps to eliminate
gender discrimination.’

Although reservations come
from every corner of the globe, a
few generalizations can be
drawn. The five Nordic coun-
tries comprise the only region
to accept CEDAW without reser-
vation. The Caribbean coun-
tries have lodged fewer reserva-
tions than countries in other
regions.

Most of the 12 ratifyin
States in the Middle East an
North Africa cited conflict with
religious or customary law as a
reason for not giving CEDAW
unconditional approval. Most
of the region’'s nations defer to
Islamic Sharia law on matters
pertaining to family or the sta-
tus of women. However, the
CEDAW review committee has
been able. through constructive
dialogue, to address reserva-
tions wilh individual States
parties.

It is encouraging that some
nations have modified or with-
drawn their reservations, often
as a result of this constructive
relationship. For example,
Malawi withdrew, in 1991, its
general reservation against

1 provisions of CEDAW that re-

quired immediate eradication
of certain traditional customs
and practices and, in 1994,
Brazil withdrew its reserva-

tons to key provisions of arti-
cle 16.
Perspective Bangladesh
Bangladesh, one of the sig-
natories to the UN Convention
on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) 1979,
recently submitted her com-
bined third and fourth report to
the UN Committee which over-
sees the implementation of the
Convention's provision by the
state parties. Bangladesh signed
this international human
rights instrument on 6 Novem-
ber 1984. Bangladesh submitted
it's report as per the provision
of Article 18 of the Convention,
Under Article 18 of the Conven-
tion, states parties are required
to submit reports to the Secre-
tary General of the United Na-
tions on legislations, judicial
and other measures which th
have taken in accordance wit
the provision of the Conven-
tion. In every four-year state
arties must submit its report.
eviously, she has submitted
two rts in 1985 and 1990.
In last July 1997, the UN
Committee on Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination
against Women considered the
combined third and fourth pe-
riodic reports of Bangladesh
{CED&WFE!EGDIE-M at its
357th and 358th meetings. The
reports were presented by the
State Minister of Women Af-
fairs of Bangladesh. In his
opening statement, the minis-
ter explained Bangladesh's
commitment to the advance-

‘Teservations to
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ment of women, which was a
priority commitment of the
Prime Minister. He informed
the Committee that a number of
constitutional and policy mea-
sures had been introduced, in-
cluding the adoption of a Na-
tional Policy for Women's De-
velopment and the elaboration
of a National Action Plan for
the Implementation of the Bei-
jing Platform for Action.

Withdrawal of
Reservations and
Committee's

Observations

In this session of the CEDAW
Committee, Bangladesh an-
nounced that she was with-
drawing its reservations to Ar-
ticles 13, paragraph (a), and 186,
paragraph 1(f). of the Conven-
tion. [Article 13(a) states that
Statle Parties to the Convention
shall take appropriate mea-
sures to eliminate discrimina-
tion against women in areas of
economic and social life in or-
der to ensure, on a basis of
equality of men and women, the
same rights in particular: The
right to family benefit, while
Article 16 (1)(f) ensures the
same rights and responsibili-
ties with regard to guardian-
ship, wardship, trusteeship and
adoption of children.] It is in-
teresting to note that
Bangladesh was only one state
party which imposed reserva-
tion on Article 13 and 16(1)(
earlier. It should be noted that
at the time of ratification. in
1986, Bangladesh made its

. 'reservations on the above men-

tioned Articles, along with Ar-
ticle 2 and Article 16 (1) (c). on
the basis of argument that these
provisions “conflict with
Sharia law based on Holy
Quran and Sunna.”

In the recently published re-
port embraced concludin
comments of the CEDA
Committee on Bangladesh, it
was expressed that it especially
welcame and applauded the de-
cision of the Government of
Bangladesh to withdraw its
Article 13,
paragraph (a] and article 16,
paragraph 1 (f). It commended
the initiative of the Govern-
ment in leading the way for
other countries with similar
reservations to consider lifting
their reservations. However, in
the report the Committee also
urged that the Government of
Bangladesh, in order to comply
both with its own Constitution
and the Convention, to review
its remaining reservations to
Articles 2 and 16, paragraph
l{c). with a view to eventually
withdrawing them. [Article 2
states general principles and
Fmgrammes to eliminate all
orm of discrimination against
women; and Article 16 {l}ﬁ:] en-
sures the same right and re-
sponsibilities during marriage
and its dissolution.] In the pre-
vious years, several state par-
ties to the Convention, e.g, Swe-
den, Netherlands. Germany,
Mexico, raised their objection
regarding Bangladesh's reserva-
tions on the Articles and also
urged to withdraw reservations.

Positive Aspects of
Bangladesh: Views of the
CEDAW Committee

In the concluding comments
published in the report, the
Committee mentioned the fol-
lowing positive aspects of
Bangladesh achieved to imple-
ment the CEDAW:

1. The Committee noted with
satisfaction the existence of
constitutional guarantees to
equality between women and
men.

2. The Committee expressed
satisfaction at the high status
accorded the Ministry of
Women and Children Affairs in
the Government.

3. The Committee appreci-
ated the inclusion of women's
concerns in all of the develop-
ment plans of the Government.
This was strengthened by the
declaration of the Policy on
Women's Advancement, which
is the main blueprint of the
Government for the implemen-
tation of the Beljing Platform
for Action.

4. The Committee likewise
noted the positive impact of the
presence of 30 reserved seats for
women in Parliament and the
local bodies, as well as in the
public sector. It especially ap-

reciated the fact that

angladesh was one of the few
countries in the world with a
female Prime Minister and fe-
male Leader of the Opposition.

5. The Committee noted with
appreciation the emphasis
placed by the Government on
increasing literacy among
women and girls, with the aim
of achieving education for all

by the year 2000.

6. The Committee lauded the
Government's efforts to popu-
larise dissemination of the
Convention by translating it
into Bangla. '

7. The Commilttee appreci-
ated the Government's willing-
ness to collaborate with wom-
en s non-governmental organi-
sations in implementing its
programines on womern.

8. The Committee noted and
appreciated the close collabo-
ration between the Government
and non-government organisa-
tions in the course of the prepa-
ration of the report, as well as
the efforts of the Government to
disseminate its report to a wide
range of women's groups and
organisations.

CEDAW Committee's
Principal Areas of

Concern

In the concluding comments,
the CEDAW Committee men-
tioned the following principal
areas of concern;

1. The Committee expressed
serious corncern over the alarm-
ing levels of violence against
women in all its forms and es-
pecially in its most cruel forms,
such as acid throwing, stoning
and dowry death, and the in-
ability of the Government to en-
force effectively existing laws
as well as to provide immediate
relief and justice to victims of
such violence.

2. The Committee noted with
concern that while education
programmes had increased the
level of literacy among girls
and women since the last re-
port, there was still a very large
percentage of women and girls
that had no access to education.

3. The Committee was con-
cerned that maternal mortality
and infant mortality rates re-
mained high and that available
primary health and reproduc-
tive health services were still
inadequate and often inacces-
sible to poor, rural and
marginalised women. More-
over, family planning services
still mainly targeted women,
and not enough education on
male responsibility in repro-
duction was being done.

4. On the matter of migrant
women, the Committee noted
from the report that the lack of
discussion and measures to pro-
tect women migrant workers
from Bangladesh in all stages of
the migration process.

9. The Committee expressed
its concern over the continued
prevalence of stereotyped and
patriarchal attitudes towards
women in society, reflected in
such practices as son prefer-
ence, that undermine the Gov-
ernment’'s efforts to achieve
equal status of women.

6. The Committee was seri-
ously concerned about the poor
working conditions of women
workers in both the private and

ublic sector. It was particu-
arly concerned with the non-
implementation of minimum
wage levels and the lack of so-
cial and health benefits, includ-
ing paid maternity leave, and
the lack of adequate child care
facilities in the private manu-
facturing sector. It noted the
lack of government monitoring
of the conditions of women in
the informal sector.

7. The Committee was con-
cerned at the lack of disaggre-
gated statistical information,
as well as the lack of systematic
datagathering on marriage and
birth registration and incidents
of violence against women.

8. The Committee expressed
serious concern at the absence
of special prisons for women,

which posed serious threats to
the security and protection of
women committed to prison.

9. The Committee noted that
although there are existing eco-
nomic and micro-credit pro-
grammes for rural women, the
trend towards globalisation

and liberalisation of trade
policies may have an adverse
economic impact on the poorest
of the poor, especially women

in the rural areas.
10. The Committee was con-

cerned that while all develop-
ment plans had included gender
concerns and issues, their im-
pact on women had not been ad-
equately monitored and as-
sessed

11. The Committee also
noted the absence of adequate
information and analysis, as
well as programmes, directed at
addressing prostitution in gen-
eral.

12. The Committee noted
with serious concern the re-
ported imposition of fatwas, us-
ing religious justification to
punish women.

13. The Committee was con-
cerned that despite affirmative

action measures to encourage
women's political participa-
tion, the number of wornen in
decision-making positions was
still small.

Recommendations

In the recommendations
part, the CEDAW Committee
recommended the following 14-
point issues and urged that pro-
Eused recommendations should

€ considered by Bangladesh
Government seriously for the
full and satisfactory implemen-
tations of the CEDAW:

1. The Committee strongly
urges the Government of
Bangladesh to strengthen its
enforcement and monitoring of
existing laws, policies and
mechanisms on violence
against women in order to pro-
vide victims and survivors of
violence with responsive and
effective measures of protection
and to prevent further violence.

2. The Committee strongly
urges the Government of
Bangladesh to set up a separate
prison facility and comprehen-
sive programme of rehabilita-
tion for women committee to
prisorn,

3. In view of the impact of
globalisation the rural econ-
omy, the Government should
give high priority to the issues
and problems of rural women,
especially this ownership of
land and access to credit, loans
and skill training in new agri-
cultural technologies, with a
view to strengthening their
productive and employment ca-
pacity.

4. The Committee also rec-
ommends the strengthening of
Gender sensitization and train-
ing programmes for the judi-
ciary, police and health profes-
sionals, particularly those re-
lating to violence against
WOITEenn.,

9. In order to combat social
attitudes, prejudices and social
and {raditional practices, par-
ticularly son preference, that
discriminate against women,
the Committee strongly rec-
ommends that the Government
strengthen education and public
information programmes

geared towards reinforcing
more positive images and roles
of womnen in society.

6. The Committee recom-
mends that the Government pay
particular attention to improv-
ing the wage levels and the
terms and conditions of women
workers, including training in
new technologies. in the export
processing zones as well as in
the informal sector.

7. The Committee likewise
urges the Government to
strengthen its mechanisms to
protect migrant women work-
ers from exploitation through-
out the migration process. in-
cluding by actively exploring
bilateral and multilateral ini-
tiatives addressing this issue.

8. The Committee recom-
mends that birth and marriages
be systematically registered in
order to enable laws prohibit-
ing child marriage to be forced
rigorously.

9. In responding to the prob-
lem of trafficking of women
and girls, the Committee rec-
ommends the stronger en-
forcement of the women and
child suppression law of 1995,
as well as provision of adequate
assistance to women and girl
victims of trafficking. The re-
gional resolution on trafficki
agreed to by the South Asian
Association for Regional Coop-
eration in Maldives should
sustained and concretised into
actual programmes.

10, The Committee recom-
mends that the Government
undertake an impact assess-
ment of development plans for
womern.

11. The Commitiee strongly
recommends more proactive
measures to hasten the imple-
mentation of education pro-
%ramm:s to eliminate female
illiteracy.

12. The Committiee recom-
mends that research on the root
causes and social consequences
of prostitution be conducted to
enable Governments to ascer-
tain the depth of the problem.

13. The Committee recom-
mends the continuance of af-
firmative action measures such
as quota seats for women in
Parliament, in local bodies and
in the civil service. This should
be accompanied by capability
building and skills training to
enable women to participate
actively in electoral politics as
well as in the civil service.

14. The Committee request
wide dissemination of these
concluding comments in
Bangladesh so as to make indi-
viduals aware of the steps that
have been taken to ensure de
facto equality for women and
the further steps that are re-
quired in this regard.
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