
          
 
 
December 2009 
 
Dear Network Members, 
 
Thank you to our network members who complied with the December 1st deadline and 
submitted their articles to us.  Given the overwhelming demand for an extension of the deadline, 
I have extended the deadline to January 30th.  I do look forward to receiving all papers on or 
hopefully before that. Out of respect for those who submitted their paper,  want to provide 
them with an opportunity, if they so wish, to reexamine their papers and resubmit them to me 
by or before the new deadline.    
 
As I discussed earlier, I do want to use the introduction I am writing as a way to explore your 
own personal journey that shaped the changes in your community or country. Those narratives 
are powerful histories that are yet to be written in traditional writings of history. I want to urge 
you to explore this work through those lenses. I also want to encourage you to share your own 
stories with me (along with your biographies and CVs) so I have a prism through which to 
examine your papers.  These perspectives will make our volume of articles a rich and unique 
testament to the power of women in leadership.   
 
As for news about and from our members, our own Leadership Network Advisory Board 
Member, Asmar Jahangir has been again in the international news (cited in the Economist Nov 
28- Dec. 4th 2009). Asma Jahangir, former U.N. Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion is 
one of the world’s most illustrious human rights lawyers and women’s rights advocates. She is 
currently the Chair of the Pakistan Human Rights Commission. She is one of the co-authors of 
the groundbreaking Democracy in the Commonwealth released in November. She and her 
fellow co- author, Amartya Sen, Nobel Laureate and Thomas W. Lamont University Professor at 
Harvard University, along with Kwadwo Afari-Gyan call for  a democratic rule that go beyond  
ballots and voting but embrace the  triumvirate of  “visionary leadership”, “reasoned debate”  
and “governance  by discussion” in domestic and global affairs. Their report is a powerful call 
to action for a new and comprehensive Commonwealth Statement of Democratic Principles and 
Practice and they make recommendations for reform in the way the Commonwealth promotes 
democracy. The foreword states: “The report is important not only for the Commonwealth itself, 
but also for the world at large, since the Commonwealth’s example and experience can have a 
significant impact on other countries as well, which have similar problems to overcome”. We 
hope to post a copy of this report on our website soon.   
 
Our steering committee members from the Bangladesh National Women lawyers Association 
obtained a ruling from the Bangladesh High Court in response to a Public Interest Litigation 
they filed (supported by the Wellesley Centers) on the rights of persons with disabilities. The 
Rule was issued by Honorable Justice Mr. Syed Mahmud Hossain and Honorable Justice Mr. 
Quamrul Islam Siddiqui directing the respondents to take immediate measures to implement 



the Statutory Object ensured in the Disabled Welfare Act 2001 and in the light of the rights of 
persons with disabilities in the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) with 
special attention to women with  disabilities.  This is a historic decision in which for the first 
time the intersections of  CEDAW and CRPD were invoked to bolster the  rights of all persons 
with disabilities. We are tremendously proud of the precedent set by the Bangladesh court and 
the  watershed suit filed by Fawzia and Salma.  
 
More information can be found in the following link 
http://www.thedailystar.net/story.php?nid=111386.  
 
Myriam Aucar from Lebanon shares with us the news that Ms. Amal Haddad was elected as the 
head of the Beirut Bar Association.  She writes that this is the first time a woman has been 
elected as head of the Beirut Bar Association. The Bar Association membership is a requirement 
for admission to practice as a lawyer in Lebanon. We congratulate Myriam in her own role as 
one of Lebanon’s prominent corporate lawyers.    
  
I am including some research on some areas of burgeoning interest.  The first piece is a call to 
the Heads of Arab nations to withdraw reservations to the Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).   The second explores a Human Rights Watch report 
on the state of impunity in Afghanistan and the Afghan government’s abdication of 
responsibility to punish violations of women’s human rights.  The third article highlights the 
first ever regional conference on sexual harassment in the Arab region and finally, a report on 
African citizenship laws and their implications to gender and ethnic discrimination.    
 
The very best wishes for 2010 and I look forward to welcoming the New Year reading your final 
drafts on the transformative potential of your work. .  
 
Best regards, 
 
Rangita  
 
Rangita de Silva de Alwis S.J.D. 
Director of International Human Rights Policy Programs 
Wellesley Centers for Women 
Wellesley College          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Women Issue a Call to Arab Heads of State for Equality & Citizenship  
of Arab Women + Withdrawal of Reservations to CEDAW Convention 
 
On the 30th anniversary of the adoption by the United Nations General Assembly of the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the regional Coalition for 
“Equality without reservation” launched a call to Heads of State of Arab countries to promote the 
equality and citizenship of Arab women and in particular to : 
 
 Withdraw all reservations to the Convention and reform all discriminatory laws which 
constitute obstacles to the fulfillment of the rights of women as citizens.  
 
 Integrate the principles of equality and non-discrimination based on gender into constitutions, 
laws and action plans and ensure their implementation.  
 
 Support the efforts of non-governmental organisations to raise awareness on the Convention 
and contribute to its implementation in order to end all forms of discrimination against women 
and promote substantive equality. 
 
The Coalition for “Equality without reservation”, established at the conclusion of the first 
regional conference on the withdrawal of reservations to CEDAW and the ratification of its 
Optional Protocol, held in Rabat, Morocco in June 2006, is composed of women’s rights 
organisations and generalist human rights organisations from the Arab world. The Coalition’s 
main objective is to encourage Arab states that have not yet done so to ratify CEDAW (Sudan 
and Somalia), and to call upon states parties to withdraw reservations which are incompatible 
with the aims and objectives of the Convention as well as to ratify its Optional Protocol, whilst 
harmonising national legislation with the provisions of CEDAW. 
 
The Coalition, in its appeal, welcomed the positive measures that have been taken in recent 
years in this area, in particular : The withdrawal by Egypt and Algeria of reservations to Article 
9(b) concerning nationality The withdrawal by Jordan and Algeria of reservations to Article 
15(4) on freedom of movement and choice of residence The announcement by the Moroccan 
government of its intention to withdraw reservations to CEDAW The ratification by Tunisia of 
the Optional Protocol to CEDAW, thereby becoming the second country after Libya to have 
ratified this Protocol The ratification by Qatar of the Convention. 
 
However, the Coalition expressed its concern about persisting gaps between constitutional 
provisions and the requirements of national laws, and political commitments and institutional 
practices of Arab countries. These discrepancies maintain and strengthen discrimination and 
violence against Arab women and their exclusion, in both the public and private spheres. 
 
The Coalition drew attention to the significant efforts of human rights and women’s rights 
organisations to overcome obstacles which prevent Arab women from enjoying their human 
rights, in particular concerning transmission of nationality, personal status, violence and 
political participation. The Coalition called on the League of Arab States to organise a regional 
event to celebrate International Human Rights Day and to effectively include national 
institutions for the promotion of women’s rights and non-governmental organisations. 
 
Finally the call to Arab leaders underlined the efforts undertaken by the Coalition to bring 
about the withdrawal of reservations to CEDAW and the ratification of its Optional Protocol, 



and reiterated the recommendations of the second regional conference (Amman, Jordan - May 
2009), which emphasised the need for Arab governments to take all measures to ensure that the 
women of the region can enjoy all their human rights and full citizenship. 
 
WUNRN 
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http://www.adfm.ma/spip.php?article1041<=fr 
Website Link Has Arabic, French, & English Translations. 
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Afghanistan: Keep Promises to Afghan Women Extremist Threat to Women Increasing - 
Government Failing to Protect  
December 6, 2009  
  
 (New York) - Eight years after the fall of the Taliban, women and girls suffer high levels of 
violence and discrimination and have poor access to justice and education, Human Rights 
Watch said in a new report released today.  The Afghan government has also failed to bring 
killers of prominent women in public life to justice, creating an environment of impunity for 
those who target women. 
 
The 96-page report, "We Have the Promises of the World: Women's Rights in Afghanistan," 
details emblematic cases of ongoing rights violations in five areas: attacks on women in public 
life; violence against women; child and forced marriage; access to justice; and girls' access to 
secondary education. 
 
"The situation for Afghan women and girls is dire and could deteriorate," said Rachel Reid, 
Afghanistan researcher at Human Rights Watch. "While the world focuses on the Obama 
administration's new security strategy, it's critical to make sure that women's and girls' rights 
don't just get lip service while being pushed to the bottom of the list by the government and 
donors." 
 
While the plight of women and girls under the Taliban was used to help justify the 2001 
invasion of Afghanistan, women's rights have not been a consistent priority of the government 
or its international backers. With fundamentalist factions in government gathering strength, the 
insurgency gaining ground, and some form of reconciliation with Taliban factions firmly on the 
horizon, the gains made by Afghan women and girls since 2001 in areas such as education, 
work, and freedom of movement are under serious threat. 
 
"Women are not a priority for our own government or the international community," Shinkai 
Karokhail, a member of Parliament, told Human Rights Watch. "We've been forgotten." 
 
Women in public life are subject to routine threats and intimidation. Several high profile 
women have been assassinated, but their killers have not been brought to justice. When Sitara 
Achakzai, an outspoken and courageous human rights defender and politician, was murdered 
in April 2009, her death was another warning to all women who are active in public life. 
 



High profile women interviewed for this report say that they feel they are not taken seriously 
when they report threats. One member of parliament who, like some others, spoke 
anonymously because of the danger they face, told Human Rights Watch:  
 
"I've had so many threats. I report them sometimes, but the authorities tell me not to make 
enemies, to keep quiet. But how can I stop talking about women's rights and human rights?"  
 
A woman police officer who has received death threats said:  
 
"They told me that they will kill my daughters. Every minute I'm afraid. I can never go home - 
the government cannot protect me there. My old life is over."  
 
One nationwide survey of levels of violence against Afghan women found that 52 percent of 
respondents experienced physical violence, and 17 percent reported sexual violence. Yet 
because of social and legal obstacles to accessing justice, few women and girls report violence to 
the authorities. These barriers are particularly formidable in rape cases. Although women 
activists and members of parliament pushed hard and succeeded in putting rape on the statute 
books this year for the first time, the government has shown little willingness to treat each case 
as a serious crime or to engage in a public education campaign to change attitudes. 
 
The lack of justice compounds women's vulnerability. One woman who was gang raped by a 
well connected local commander found that after a long fight to bring her rapists to justice, they 
were freed by a presidential decree. Soon after in 2009, her husband was assassinated. The 
woman told Human Rights Watch that he was killed because he had battled for her rights:  
 
"I have lost my son, my honor, and now my husband," she said. "But I am just a poor woman, so 
who will listen to me?"  
 
Surveys suggest that in more than half of all marriages, the wives are under age 16, and 70 to 80 
percent of marriages take place without the consent of the woman or girl. These practices 
underlie many of the problems faced by women and girls, as there is a strong correlation 
between domestic violence and early and forced marriage. 
 
A 13-year-old girl who was forced into marriage explained to Human Rights Watch that after 
she dared to escape she was hunted by her husband's family: "They came and asked for me to 
come back. I said no; they kept coming. I always say no... I can't go back. They want to kill me." 
Women activists who gave the girl shelter were denounced in parliament. Years later, the 
young woman is still fighting for a legal separation from her illegal marriage. 
 
This case is just one in the report that illustrates the fundamental problem faced by women and 
girls of lack of access to justice. Studies suggest that more than half the women and girls in 
detention are being held for "moral crimes," such as adultery or running away from home, 
despite the fact that running away from home is not a crime in Afghan law or Sharia. But 
whether it is a high-profile woman under threat, a young woman who wants to escape a child 
marriage, or a victim of rape who wants to see the perpetrator punished, the response from the 
police or courts is often hostile. 
 
"Police and judges see violence against women as legitimate so they do not prosecute cases," Dr. 
Soraya Sobhrang of the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission told Human 
Rights Watch. 



 
Law reforms that protect women's rights are important, but leadership is also required to help 
shift attitudes and prevent abuses, Human Rights Watch said. 
 
"The government needs to take its responsibility to protect women and girls seriously," Reid 
said. "President Hamid Karzai has a lot of work to do to restore his reputation as a moderate on 
women's rights." 
 
After the destruction of many girls' schools by the Taliban, education for girls became the most 
symbolic element of the international donor effort in Afghanistan. Despite significant gains, 
stark gender disparities remain. The majority of girls still do not attend primary school. A 
dismal 11 percent of secondary-school-age girls are enrolled in grades seven through nine. Only 
4 percent of girls make it to grades 10 through 12. While the number of both boys and girls 
attending school drops dramatically at the secondary school level, the decline is much more 
pronounced for girls. 
 
The diminishing status of women's rights in Afghanistan was forced back onto the agenda in 
March when the discriminatory Shia Personal Status law was passed by parliament and signed 
by Karzai. Faced with national and international protests, Karzai allowed the law to be 
amended, but many egregious articles remain that impose drastic restrictions upon Shia women, 
including the requirement that wives seek their husbands' permission before leaving home 
except for unspecified "reasonable legal reasons," and granting child custody rights solely to 
fathers and grandfathers.  
 
"We welcomed the international community's words on the Shia law - really - they said many 
beautiful things, as they did in 2001" said Wazhma Frogh, women's rights activist. "We have the 
promises of the world. But still we wait to see what more they will do." 
 
Karzai should revise the law to protect women's rights fully and appoint women who have 
been active defenders of women's rights to positions of power, Human Rights Watch said. 
 
"The Shia law provided a timely reminder of how vulnerable Afghan women are to political 
deals and broken promises," Reid said. "Karzai should begin his new presidency with a clear 
signal to women that his will be a government that wants to advance equality." 
 
Key Recommendations of "We Have the Promises of the World: Women's rights in 
Afghanistan"  
 
�                                 The government and donors should make the promotion and protection of 
women's rights a main priority of the country's reconstruction and a central pillar of their 
political, economic, and security strategies.  
�                                 The government, with the support of donors, should embark on a large-
scale awareness campaign to ensure that rape is understood to be a crime by law enforcement 
agencies, judges, parliament, civil servants, and the Afghan public. The campaign should also 
aim to reduce the stigmatization of victims of rape.  
�                                 The government should make marriage registration more widely available 
and compulsory.  
�                                 The president should order the release of, and offer an apology and 
compensation to, all women and girls wrongfully detained on the charge of "running away 
from home."  



�                                 The government, with the support of donors, should increase the number 
and geographic coverage of girls' secondary classes by building more girls' secondary schools, 
and ensure the recruitment and training of female teachers is accelerated.  
�                                 The government, with the support of the UN and other donors, should 
prioritize security for women candidates and voters in planning for the 2010 parliamentary 
elections.  
�                                 International donors and the United Nations, in conjunction with the 
Ministry of Women's Affairs, should conduct a full gender audit of all spending in Afghanistan.  
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Direct Link to Full 100-Page Human Rights Watch Report: 
http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/afghanistan1209web_0.pdf 
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Harassment across Arab world drives women inside 
Associated Press, Tuesday, December 15, 2009 
 Cairo —  The sexual harassment of women in the streets, schools and work places of the Arab 
World is driving them to cover up and confine themselves to their homes, said activists at the 
first-ever regional conference addressing the once taboo topic. Activists from 17 countries across 
the region met in Cairo for a two-day conference ending Monday and concluded that 
harassment was unchecked across the region because laws don't punish it, women don't report 
it and the authorities ignore it. 
See: http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/ml_arabs_sexual_harassment 
 
 
 
  
Comprehensive Analysis of Africa's Citizenship Laws Highlights Consequences of Gender 
and Ethnic Discrimination  
 
(Kampala, Uganda, 21 October 2009)—The lack of citizenship rights generates conflict and 
undermines democracy in many countries in Africa, according to two new studies by the Open 
Society Institute. The reports, the culmination of years of research, analyze citizenship laws 
from all 53 countries in Africa. 
 
Released today on African Human Rights Day, the reports recommend that countries amend 
their constitutions and laws and that the African Union adopt a treaty on the right to a 
nationality. 
 
"Throughout Africa, millions are stateless and denied basic rights", said Bronwen Manby, senior 
adviser on Africa at the Open Society Institute and author of the reports. "The African Union 
needs to sit up and take notice of this crisis." 
 
The denial of citizenship rights has devastating human consequences. 



 
Millions of Africans without citizenship are deprived of the right to vote, to cross borders, and 
to access state health or education services. 
 
Citizenship discrimination is a major cause of conflict in many countries, most notoriously in 
Côte d'Ivoire and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Politicians in both countries have 
demonized particular ethnic groups and discrimination in the application of the law has 
stripped millions of people of their nationality. In these countries and many others, individuals 
born and raised on a country's soil are barred from ever obtaining citizenship purely because 
their ancestry. 
 
The studies document how incumbent governments have also manipulated citizenship laws to 
exclude prominent individuals from claiming public office. Former Zambian President Kenneth 
Kaunda and Ivoirian prime minister Alassane Ouattara are two prominent cases discussed in 
the reports.  
 
The reports will be unveiled at a special summit in Kampala, where African heads of state are 
set to adopt an agreement on the protection of internally displaced persons. Lack of 
citizenship—a frequent cause of conflict and displacement—can be especially problematic for 
Africa's almost 12 million internally displaced persons. Without citizenship protections these 
people are easily excluded from services and political rights.  
 
"The idea that someone can live here but belong nowhere is plainly un-African", said Chidi 
Anselm Odinkalu, senior legal officer of the Open Society Justice Initiative. "By enshrining the 
right to a nationality in national and continental law, African governments would honour our 
traditions of building inclusive communities and help to eliminate conflict."  
 
Key findings include:  
 
• Only a handful of African countries provide in law for children born on their soil to have a 
right to their nationality if they would otherwise be stateless, despite the provisions of 
international treaties that require this protection. 
 
• The laws of at least half a dozen countries, including the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Liberia, Malawi, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and Uganda, include provisions that restrict nationality 
from birth to members of certain ethnic groups. 
 
• More than half of Africa's countries still discriminate against women and deny them the right 
to pass citizenship to their children or husbands. 
 
• Though almost all countries have laws allowing foreigners to naturalise, in practice, 
citizenship is often almost impossible to obtain. 
 
• Half of Africa's states allow revocation of a person's birth nationality and in many countries 
governments can rescind naturalised citizenship on highly arbitrary grounds. 
 
Encouragingly, more than a dozen countries have amended their laws in recent years to reduce 
or eliminate gender discrimination. More than half Africa's states now allow dual citizenship, 
recognising the reality of contemporary patterns of migration. 
 



Moreover, the laws in more than half of the continent's countries grant children born on their 
soil the right to nationality at birth if one of their parents was also born there, or the right to 
claim birth nationality when they reach the age of majority—though the observance of these 
laws is often lacking.  
 
The reports include a detailed set of recommendations for African countries to reform national 
citizenship laws and adopt a protocol on the right to a nationality to the African Charter on 
Human and Peoples' Rights.  
 
"The first step is for African countries to follow the international conventions and ensure that all 
children who don't have a right to nationality anywhere else, have the right to nationality where 
they are born", said Manby. 
 
The two publications released today are:  
 
Struggles for Citizenship in Africa, published by Zed Books, which highlights case studies of 
citizenship crises in Africa. More details available on the Zed Books.  
Citizenship Law in Africa: A Comparative Study, published by the Open Society Institute, 
which provides a detailed comparative analysis of the citizenship laws of all 53 African states.  
 
They were produced as a collaboration between two programmes of the Open Society Institute: 
AfriMAP and the Open Society Justice Initiative. 
 
The Africa Governance, Monitoring and Advocacy Project Press release 
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