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September 2010 
 
 
Dear Steering Committee Members, 
 
Updates from Around the World:   
 
In Bangladesh the high court in a recent suo moto ruling held that no woman can be forced to 
wear burqa at work and educational institutions has asked relevant officials to explain why 
forcing girls to wear burqa  and keeping them out of sports and cultural activities were illegal. 
Further, the court held that cultural and athletic activities for women in Bangladesh are not 
restricted.  

  
 The suo moto ruling was in response to the principal of the college in Natore who had stopped 
cultural activities and sports at the college and forced female students to wear the burqa or veil 
in the college. The High Court also directed the principal of Mozammel Haque College to 
appear before the High Court bench to explain the matter. Secretaries to the ministries of Home, 
Education, Social Welfare and Women’s Affairs and Principal Mozammel Haque were made 
respondents to the rule and order. 
 
In other news from Bangladesh, Salma Ali, the head of BNWLA in Bangladesh share with us the 
following:  
 

1) The proposed Domestic Violence Prevention and Protection Act 2010 that BNWLA 
helped draft has been approved by the cabinet and it is in process of parliamentary 
approval. Hopefully this act will be passed in upcoming parliamentary session. BNWLA 
is in process of developing implementing rules and as well as lobbying with the 
government for institutional set up in relates to implementation of this act. 
 

2) Eve Teasing a form of sexual harassment is presently one of the fastest growing 
problems in Bangladesh. Presently, BNWLA is in the process of developing an Anti-
Sexual Harassment Act in cooperation with the Bangladesh Law Commission. The 
proposed act had already been drafted through consultation with different stakeholders 
and submitted to law commission for further review. 

3)  Bangladesh had no comprehensive law on anti-trafficking. Presently the organization is 
in the process of drafting a comprehensive law on anti-trafficking (which will address 
labour trafficking too. It is expected that the law will be drafted within next few weeks 
and submitted to Law Commission for further view. 
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In news from Malaysia, Zarizana Abdul Aziz states:  Two Muslim child marriage cases reported 
in the Malaysian press a few months ago has ignited debate on child marriage. Conservative  
government officials call child marriages preferable to consensual sex outside marriage and  
rights advocates call for minimum marriage age for both boys and girls to be 18 years. The 
debate concerns only Muslim marriages and does not touch on legal age for marriages of 
persons other than the Muslim faith. To read more about this see: 
http://www.sun2surf.com/article.cfm?id=50284 
 
Cairo Roundtable 
 
I have received several suggestions that will inform my draft agenda which I hope to share with 
you soon. Some of the suggestions include the following: 
 
Ayten, our member from Azerbaijan makes an interesting request that we strategize on ways to 
place  Acid Attacks as a form of Gender Violence on the UN agenda 
 
 Ferdous Ara Begum Suggests we strategize on ways in which Islamic Jurisprudence can 
address discrimination against older women.   
 
Minister Moushira Khattab suggests we dedicate a Panel on Customary practices and Women’s 
Leadership in the Islamic World. 
 
 All your recommendations will be integrated into the agenda that we are developing for the 
roundtable in Cairo in February. We will notify you very soon on the logistics and other details. 
 
Constitutional Change and Substantive Equality in Turkey  
 
A few weeks ago I was in Istanbul meeting with leading civil society organizations who were  
introduced to me through  our member, Selen Yilaz who is now working in Cyprus on an EU 
project. 
 
Kader is a premier women’s rights organization in Turkey and is working on reconceptualizing 
Gender Equality in terms of substantive equality. I promised the Director of Kader that I will 
introduce her to our network.  I welcome your input on this important process of change in 
Turkey. I am also attaching some materials, I had prepared that might be useful to Kader 
members who are at the forefront of leading change on gender equality in Turkey.   
 
The central tension we discussed was the difference between temporary special measures as 
enshrined in and advanced by the CEDAW and over protections in the law that reinforce 
gender stereotypes that  disadvantage women and promote a patriarchal agenda. In Turkey as 
well as in other countries, early retirement for women restrictions on travel related jobs etc. 
masquerade as women’s protection when in fact they curb women’s agency, empowerment and 
full citizenship.  
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Special measures for women established in the law sometimes play a protective function rather 
than empowering role and do not necessarily facilitate equal participation of men and women. 
These provisions in reality can help reinforce negative stereotypes of women as in need of 
protection. Protective employment policies can result in disadvantaging women in the 
employment field and limiting women’s access to certain fields of employment. The better  
approach will be to protect both men and women from harmful forms of employment rather 
than signaling out women for special consideration.  Laws that view women only or primarily 
in their maternal function can also disservice women’s advancement in the public and private 
spheres.  Very few countries provide parental leave or extend family leave to men.  Instead of 
protective policies for women, special incentives such as tax rebates can be adopted by the 
labour market. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Rangita  
 
Rangita de Silva-de Alwis, SJD 
Direct of International Human Rights Policy Programs 
Wellesley Centers for Women 
Wellesley College 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


