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Dear Steering Committee Members:  

Happy New Year! I want to thank all of those who submitted your articles by the deadline. I 
have extended the deadline to a few members who were in Geneva for the CEDAW and CRC 
Committee meetings were not able to meet the deadline.  

In the first letter for 2010, I am happy to share some recent developments in the countries of our 
focus.   

Cairo Conference on the CRC 

Hon. Minister Khattab shares with us news of the milestone Cairo conference held in November 
2009. The conference marked the 20th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC) which also coincided with the 20th anniversary of Egypt’s National Council on Childhood 
and Motherhood charged with the actualization of rights of the child in Egypt. Ten countries 
from the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), national human rights institutions, 
NGOS and children participated at the conference.  Participants welcomed the increasing trend 
to withdraw reservations to the CRC among OIC member states but also reexamined the need 
for greater action in different areas. Participants drafted a panoply of recommendations 
including a call for enhanced compliance with the letter and spirit of the CRC, and ratification 
of the two protocols to the CRC. Participants also called upon OIC Member States to raise the 
age of marriage to 18 and to prohibit  by law all forms of Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) and 
corporal punishment and to ensure the provision of free legal services and other services to 
children in the juveniles system.       

Amending the Children’s Law in Egypt 

At my request, the Her Excellency also shared with us the outline of Child rights law that she 
helped amend ( Law No. 126 of 2008).  The law as amended ensures as a minimum the rights 
provided by the CRC and affirms the status of children as right holders and the State as the 
duty bearer. Some of the land mark provisions of this law include raising  and equalizing the 
minimum age of marriage  to 18. Another high watermark reform is criminalization of FGM by 
fine and imprisonment. Life imprisonment or death penalty for children under 18 years of age is 
now prohibited and provisions have been introduced to make the criminal justice sector child 
sensitive.  

Please see the attachments for more information on both initiatives. 

Dismantling the Blanket Ban on the use of “Allah” in Malaysia  



Zarizana Abdul Aziz, our steering committee member from Malaysia who is currently at 
Columbia University points our attention to  a landmark judgment on December 31st 2009  that 
ruled unconstitutional the Malaysian Home Ministry’s blanket ban on the use of the word 
“Allah”. The court stated that the term was not exclusive to Islam and that “   Even though 
Islam is the federal religion, it does not  
empower the respondents to prohibit the use of the word Allah."  

The suit was brought by the Catholic Weekly Herald which under the ban could not use the 
term Allah in its Malay language edition.    The revocation of the existing ban  on the term 
offended some members of the Muslim community who claim that “Allah” is exclusive to Islam 
although it means God in Malay.  

However, following a number of protests, the government appealed and on January 6, 2010, the 
High Court granted a stay of its own ruling with the consent of the Catholic Church.   This was 
followed several incidents of arson in churches in Kuala Lumpur.  The Prime Minister has 
condemned these attacks on churches and Islamic party if Malaysia   the main opposition party   
support the judgment and argue that people of the Abrahamic faith may use the word Allah.  

A Fatwa against FGM in Mauritania 
 
A fatwa was passed on January 12th 20010 against the practice of FGM that affects close to 75 
percent of women in Mauritania. The Fatwa although not binding (and not having an impact on 
communities that were practicing FGM before the advent of Islam) was signed by 34 imams and 
scholars.  Scholars of Islam argue that Islam is clearly against any action that has a negative 
effect on health. Given that the medical profession has condemned FGM as a threat to health, 
then Islam could not condone an act that negatively affects health. The stand taken by Muslim 
leaders against FGM is a breakthrough in the advocacy against FGM.    
 
In Senegal, 4,121 villages have abandoned FGM since 1997 in the aftermath of a law banning 
this practice. It is not clear the impact a law or fatwa alone will have on the practice of FGM. 
Many campaigners call for initiatives that cross fertilize human rights, education, community 
development, health care and leave the decision to the communities themselves but with 
community groups monitoring the implementation of a decision.    
   
State Responsibility for Private Acts of Violence 

I would also like to share with you a land mark decision by the   Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights concerning the affirmative obligation of a state to respond to violence against 
women by private actors. This case will have persuasive authority in many regions in the world.  
In the recent groundbreaking case of Algodonero v. Mexico, on December 10, 2009, the Inter 
American Court of Human Rights provided relief in three  cases in a series of hundreds of 
unsolved and poorly investigated disappearances, rapes, and murders of young, predominantly 
migrant women and girls in the border town of Ciudad Juarez over the past fifteen years. The 
Court found Mexico in violation of the American Convention of Human Rights and the Inter-
American Convention on The Prevention, Punishment And Eradication of Violence Against 
Women.  The court ordered Mexico to comply with an  expanded set of remedial measures 
including building a national memorial, conducting renewed investigations, and  providing 
reparations of over $200,000 each to the families in the suit. 
 



The court also examined the cases in the context of mass violence against women and structural 
discrimination, and found that gender-based violence can constitute gender discrimination. 

 
Legislative Reform in Gender Discrimination: Impact on Children  
 
Finally, I would like to share with you my own paper recently published by UNICEF. You can 
view it at:  Legislative Reform Web-Page under the Thematic Papers 
( http://www.unicef.org/policyanalysis/index_51868.html). 
 
I look forward to receiving information that you would like shared among the network 
members. This sharing of information is such an important learning tool, an advocacy strategy 
and is often a powerful catalyst for change and innovation. I also look forward very much to 
receiving the last few papers due soon. 
 
Best regards, 
 
Rangita   
 
Rangita de Silva de Alwis 
Director of International Human Rights Policy 
Wellesley Centers for Women 
Wellesley College 
 


