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Executive Summary

Haidi El Taieb’

The report will review and analyze the work done
during the Arab Workshop held in Beirut on January 26 & 27
2004, on the Implementation of the Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women.
This is the third Workshop within the Regional Project on
Human Rights and Development in the Arab region (PARDHUR),
organized by the AOHR, the UNDP, and the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights. This latest Workshop was
held in cooperation with the Lebanese Human Rights Society.

The Workshop aimed to research means to implement
the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination against Women in the Arab region, and to
suggest the appropriate instruments capable of increasing
awareness of the Convention, of inviting Arab States that
had ratified the Convention to withdraw their reservations
and of encouraging Arab States that did not accede the
Convention to do so.

Close to 80 participants from 16 Arab, countries
attended the Workshop, the participants were experts from
various organizations and institutions interested in Human
and Women Rights, and representatives of concerned United
Nations organizations were also present. The participants
discussed problems hindering the implementation of the
Convention in Arab States even if 16 of them had ratified it,
and although the principle of equality between genders is
included in most Arab constitutions.

Deliberations in the Workshop were centered on Four
Axes and were conducted in public meetings and in
workshops. In view of the importance of the issue of

" Rapporteur of the Workshop
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reservations, it was discussed in the First axis through a
working paper entitled “The legality of Arab reservations on
the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination against Women”; a workshop was also
dedicated to the same subject. The Second axis discussed the
instruments required to implement and monitor the
implementation of the Convention, while the Third axis
discussed shadow reports and Arab experiments in this field.
The Fourth axis discussed the issues related to training in the
Convention field (experiments and tribulations).

First: Reservations

The First axis discussed a working paper prepared by
Dr. Farida Banany related to the legality and legitimacy of
Arab States reservations on the Convention. The paper
presented a number of questions divided into five groups,
the fist group of questions was related to the reasons Arab
States ratified the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms
of Discrimination against Women while most of them had
reservations on intrinsic Articles in the Convention. The
second group of questions was related to the reasons that
Arab States that ratified the Convention did not undertake
the measures and procedures required by the Convention
from all Sate Parties to the Convention to eliminate
discrimination against women. The third group of questions
was related to the Convention position in national
legislation, and how is the judiciary in those States abiding
by the Convention. The fourth group of questions was related
to cultural identity as an obstacle to the implementation of
the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination against Women. The fifth and final group of
guestions was related to the Committee on the Elimination of
all Forms of Discrimination against Women and the reason it
had accepted Arab States ratifications, with reservations on
intrinsic articles and paragraphs.

The working paper discussed Arab States reservations
in two researches; the first research discussed the legality of
Arab States reservations on the Convention while the second
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research discussed the Ilegitimacy of Arab States
justifications. The research reached the following
conclusions:

1. Arab States reservations on articles and
paragraphs of the Convention are illegal and
illegitimate.

2. Arab States reservations on articles and
paragraphs of the Convention are disparate.

3. The apparent contradiction between articles
subject to reservations and articles not subject
to reservations.

4. The reservations are an admission on the part of
these States that they do not respect or
implement the principles of International
Human Rights Law that they had ratified earlier,
and an admission that the will to achieve
equality is lacking.

5. Finally, the researcher presented an inquiry
regarding the reference used by Arab States to
express reservations.

In conclusion, the researcher asked Arab States to
withdraw their reservations on the Convention, and
harmonize their national laws with the Convention
requisites, and to end dual referencing, contradiction and
wavering between commitment to Human Rights values and
adhering to a unilateral human interpretation of religious
texts. Dr. Banany asked Arab States to give women the right
of citizenry, which cannot be separated from the principles of
equality, justice and freedom, she also asked them to
relinquish the human juristic endeavor, the source of
discriminatory legal text.

Dr. Seham Fereh commented on the working paper
and stressed the importance of Dr. Banany’s point regarding
major contradictions in Arab States reservations, which
explained Arab States vulnerable position, as they used the
Islamic religion as a pretext to hide their reluctance to
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achieve equality between the sexes. Dr. Fereh also stressed
the need to explain the innovation brought about by this
Convention to increase awareness of the Convention and
publicize it.

The Commentator had the following concise observations
on the working paper:

1. The paper did not make clear that the Islamic
religion and its edicts, found in the Holy Koran
and the Blessed Sunna, did not condone
discrimination between men and women, and
that many of its commands were compatible
with the principles found in articles subject to
reservations.

2. The paper did not also disclose innumerable
situations and laws of the Islamic religion that
promote the standing of women and their
participation in public life, Islam actually
preserved women rights in all walks of life. In
fact, the Islamic religion was first to proclaim
all humans equal before the Universal Human
Rights Declaration.

The Commentator added that the reason
discrimination remained anchored in people’s minds goes
back to anti-women curriculums found in school books, and
which is absorbed by students in their first school years,
later the media consecrates more discrimination through
television and radio. The Commentator mentioned that she
had earlier conducted two studies on schoolbooks used to
teach Arabic in Gulf countries and compared them to Arabic
language schoolbooks in Algeria in the eighties. The analysis
showed that the books contained a definite slant against
females in pictures, texts, personalities, and roles. In the
nineties, she conducted the same type of analysis and took
the country of Kuwait as an example and found that progress
was minimal. She followed this study with an analysis of
various media channels and their position on women
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employment, all results showed that media channels
supported discrimination against females and consecrated it.
The Commentator thought that the winning bet would be on
education, even if results will take time to appear.

Mr. Mohsen Awad explained that the working paper
had focused mainly on the issue of Arab States reservations
on the Convention, which conveys two main parameters, the
first is how big is Arab States political will to Eliminate all
Forms of Discrimination against Women? As basically,
reservations mean the limits of commitment. The second
parameter spoke of the cultural dilemma. The researcher
mentioned other parameters in the form of questions in the
Introduction to the background paper she prepared for the
Workshop. It is possible to categorize these dilemmas in
several social, cultural, economic, legal, and political frames
although most of them are intertwined.

Mr. Awad added that although the legal dimension in
the issue of equality represents one of the main obstacle
facing the realization of the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination against Women, in reality it remains a
revealing dimension that expresses the political system’s
will, or parliamentarian harmony. In Gulf countries it
constitutes an insurmountable obstacle, not only to the
advancement of women in the field of political participation
but extends to daily life issues, like forbidding women to
drive.

The Socio-Cultural dimension greatly affects the issue
of equality, because it is the initial source of violations of the
right to be equal, and prevents the advancement of women.
This dimension needs a long period of time to evolve despite
endeavors to treat some of its manifestations through
legislation, laws, and regulations. The best example for this
is the amendment brought to the Egyptian Law of Personal
Statute during the Presidency of former President Mohamed
Anwar El Sadat, the Law was supported and imposed by the
President himself, his very influential wife, the entire

Yyv

PDF created with pdfFactory Pro trial version www.pdffactory.com



http://www.pdffactory.com
http://www.pdffactory.com

Presidential institution, all media institutions, and all
legislative institutions, but the Law soon fell into oblivion
and was replaced by the Law that preceded it once the
President was no longer in office.

Another clear example seen in Arab States like Egypt
and Jordan that have no legislation that prevent women from
occupying seats in Parliament, opposition from society
became a greater obstacle than any law. Therefore, the
social dimension should be one of the elements to be studied
and resolved to help implement the Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women.

The third dimension is the economic one, the main
idea being that if the grounds for discrimination are not
removed discrimination will remain a living truth; in fact as
long as women are not economically empowered they will
never be free, naturally this is connected to numerous other
facets like education, training, and acquiring skills that will
help women get appropriate employment opportunities.

The fourth dimension is the political one; in reality, as
long as women are not allowed to participate in decision-
making centers there will be no adequate driving force to
achieve sustained progress in the promotion of women
issues. The problems connected with the political dimension
are numerous and varied, some might be connected to the
political will of a country and its legal frame, but the main
issue is connected to the position of socio-political forces on
women issues, and foremost the position women themselves
adopt regarding their own issues. If parties, unions,
organizations and other institutions of civil society lack
awareness and will to promote women into leadership
positions the gap will remain, therefore the cornerstone of
this matter is awareness.

This will take us to an intrinsic dimension of the case
of women, namely awareness of women rights, which is an
issue for the entire society and not just women. Critics
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widely criticize the numerous gaps found in the education
system and curriculums regarding the issue of equality, they
also criticize media institutions and the image they offer of
women in television, radio, and newspapers.

The debate and discussion were quite vital and
uncovered conflicting points of views between male and
female participants. As expected, the most prominent was
the issue of reservations, which was the subject of a debate
about specificity and globalization. As reflected in the
recommendations, opinions rallied around the idea of looking
for the human common factor and encouraging governments
to withdraw their reservations on the Convention rules.

The first Workshop presided by Mrs. Azza Soleiman
continued discussing Arab States reservations on the
Convention. The group defined the Articles subject to
reservations and took notice of justifications used by
governments to explain their reservations, and finally
expressed the following ideas for strategic requirements
needed to withdraw the reservations:

1. Compile all literatures and studies related to the
subject of reservations.

2. Make a list of NGOs and distribute these studies
to all of them.

3. Conduct studies related to the issue of
reservations, benefit from other Islamic
countries experiences, the group suggested
Bangladesh as an example.

4. Spread awareness of the Convention among
executive and legislative authorities as well as
citizens.

5. Form an Arab Committee to monitor and
observe the implementation of the Convention
Articles, and to help withdraw reservations on
the Convention
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6. Create a local pressure group that would work
on purging local legislation of texts
incompatible with the Convention.

7. Initiate campaigns in cooperation with the
CEDAW Committee, in order for the Committee
to ask governments to explain their
justifications when they present their periodical
reports.

Second: Instruments to Implement and Monitor the
Implementation of the Convention

The Second Axis was the Workshop presided by Mrs.
Norma Melhem, regarding instruments for the
implementation of the Convention and for monitoring this
implementation. The group highlighted the various
instruments emanating from the CEDAW Convention itself
that should be implemented. Part V of the Convention
stipulates in Article 17 the creation of a specialized
monitoring committee, Article 18 is another instrument that
require States Parties to present periodical reports to the
Committee, Article 21requires the Committee to present an
annual report to the General Assembly based on national
reports, the annual report is in turn referred to the
Committee on Women Status. Article 22 allows specialized
agencies to be represented in the Committee, Article 28
contain the instrument to withdraw reservations, while
Article 29 contains the instrument of instruction. The group
then reviewed other instruments to be used to implement
the Convention like regional instruments affiliated to the UN
(ESCUA, UNIFEM), international and regional non-
governmental instruments like Amnesty International,
international women unions, human rights organizations and
women organizations, and finally regional governmental
organizations affiliated to the Arab League like the Arab
Organization for Women. The Working group called for the
use of national governmental instruments like national
women committees and official specialized circles.
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The group defined the following national instruments
that should be targeted to monitor the Convention
implementation:

Legal Instruments: amend and annul discriminatory
articles in the constitution, in all applied regulations and in
judicial and administrative practices.

Political Instruments: apply pressure to grant women
their political rights in elections and in appointment to
government positions.

Developmental Instruments: strive to educate, train, and
empower women, so they can enter the employment market.

Educational Instruments: work to amend school
curriculums and purge them from contents that belittle
women, and amend traditional social typecasts, which
consecrate discrimination.

Social Instruments: work to amend Family Laws and
annul any discrimination they contain.

Third: Shadow Reports

A Workshop presided by Dr. Rabiaa ElI Nassery handled
the Third Axis related to reviewing and discussing shadow
reports. The Workshop reviewed the experiences of four
Arab States in preparing and presenting shadow reports. In
Lebanon the experiment was distinguished by an effective
cooperation between women organizations and human rights
organizations, which worked between 1998 and 1999 to
prepare the report published in 1999, after one of the
researchers edited it. The Lebanese committee used the
Guide for Writing Reports published by the UNICEF as
reference. In Palestine the experiment had several
distinguishing features, first Palestine is not yet a State,
therefore it does not have the right to present official or
shadow reports, but despite this fact the experiment was a
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base for training on the Convention and on the mechanism of
report writing, and helped prepare institutions to demand
that the Convention be ratified without reservations once the
Palestinian State becomes a reality. The Palestinian
experiment was also an educational one as it trained a wide
sector of official and non-official organizations on the
Convention and its goals. The Moroccan experiment was quite
advanced as Morocco had already submitted two reports
(preliminary and periodical), the relationship with the
CEDAW Committee was activated, Moroccan organizations
adopted a successful policy of pressure and effect, both on
the CEDAW Committee and on the government to embarrass
the latter. The Moroccan experiment benefited from building
on official reports and CEDAW observations, which helped
achieve tangible results on various governmental positions.
The Egyptian experiment worked through an alliance of a
large number of women organizations, which worked in the
North and the South, and the wide participation of
organizations of civil society. Their concerted efforts
managed to make the National Women Council include the
issue of training on the Convention in its Agenda.

Discussing the experiments showed a difference of
opinion regarding two issues, the first is the participation of
NGOs in the preparation of official reports, as some people
thought that this participation limited the impartiality of
NGOs when preparing shadow reports, while others thought
that this participation allowed NGOs to see the contents of
official reports, which gives them bigger opportunities to
criticize them in shadow reports. The second issue was
presenting a unified shadow report to the CEDAW
Committee, as some people preferred presenting a unified
report, while others thought that presenting more than one
report to the Committee, in cooperation between NGOs,
would be an opportunity to present the biggest number of
issues to the Committee.
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Fourth: Training

The Fourth Axis presided by Dr. Basset Ben Hassan
discussed the issues of training in the field of the
Convention. Dr. Ben Hassan explained that the issue of
training presents new and varied problems, is in fact an
experiment to build experiments, and part of the human
rights experiment in the Arab region. He also pointed that
holding this Workshop confirms that discussing the issue of
women rights has to be done within the framework of human
rights. He called for a consideration of current changing
international circumstances, stressing that the entire world
is nowadays living through one of the most dangerous
phases affecting the foundation of human rights. Dr. Ben
Hassan thought that the time was right to innovate and
practice democracy, and represents a historic opportunity for
human rights organizations to offer a new speech and open
the door to new practices. He used as an example the change
that occurred in the Moroccan Personal Statute body of laws,
and that this was a historical opportunity stemming from a
political will. He also mentioned updating the Arab Human
Rights Charter, which was the result of seizing an
opportunity. Dr. Ben Hassan thinks that the report on
humanitarian  development constitutes a  historical
opportunity that calls for the implementation of human
knowledge. He stressed that these opportunities should be
part of the work strategy of human rights organizations; they
should not to be satisfied with debates and demands but
should work to change our Arab societies. Dr. Ben Hassan
explained that training should not just mean realizing a
change leading to additional capabilities, but should also be
part of spreading the culture of human rights, which requires
a new strategic outlook. He also reiterated that the training
operation should not be separated from its cultural, regional,
and international general framework.

Dr. Ben Hassan explained that the concept of equality

and emphasizing it will affect the level of its relationship
with human rights and training, because it deepens the issue
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of right, the designation of right, and the instruments to
implement this right, as in reality equality is the re-definition
of citizenry based on a main reference, which is the law.

The paper clarified that the spread of male-oriented
culture, which divides roles according to gender, based on
biological reasons and narrow interpretations of religion,
which is now forced in all details of life, is one of the main
reasons that prevent women from obtaining their rights, in
addition absence of popular culture in the Arab region
greatly affects the chances of women obtaining their rights.
The paper also stressed that NGOs need to abandon evasive
speech, and to produce culture and incorporate it in the
course of their work. The paper also mentioned that training
is not yet an intentional matter for these organizations,
which means that needs are not assessed and there is no
strategic planning to define needs and measure effects.

Generally speaking, it is possible to say that the Arab
Workshop on the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms
of Discrimination against Women had several factors that
helped achieve the goal for which it was organized:

1- Discussions demonstrated the multi-
dimensional problems preventing the complete
implementation of the Convention principles,
whether legal, political, cultural, social, or
economical. The Workshop reiterated its
commitment to the principle of the universality
of human rights, its adherence to relentlessly
seeking the human common factor, its
conviction that women rights are human rights,
and that the issue of equality is an issue of
society as a whole not exclusively women.

2- The  Workshop gave participants the
opportunity to exchange expertise and
knowledge from different perspectives, which
was especially apparent in experiments related
to report writing.

PDF created with pdfFactory Pro trial version www.pdffactory.com



http://www.pdffactory.com
http://www.pdffactory.com

3- The Workshop was widely covered by the media
due to the participation of numerous
organizations interested in human rights and
Lebanon First Lady attending the opening
session. The organizers managed to widen the
circle of debate around the Workshop theme in
Arab satellite stations through organizing

several side discussions.

4- The Workshop was well attended by representatives of interested
UN organizations, in addition to representatives of the two
sponsor organizations representatives of UNIFAM, ESCWA, and
UNESCO also attended the meetings.

Recommendations

At the end of the Workshop, participants adopted a
number of recommendations:

First: Arab Countries Reservations on the Convention
I. Appeal to Arab Governments:

1 To accede to the Convention in the nearest possible
time if they have not already done so, and to accede
to all other international Human Rights Covenants.

2 To review and withdraw reservations on the
Convention, and to implement the principle of equality
between citizens regardless of gender.

3 To join the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against
Women, as well as the International Declaration on
the Elimination of Violence against Women.

4 To synchronize their national legislation with the
Convention principles.

Il. To invite Human Rights organizations to consolidate their
efforts to prompt Arab governments to accomplish these
objectives.
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Second: Mechanisms to Implement the Convention _and to
Track the Implementation:

1 Ask governments to support their national instruments
promoting the advancement of women in order to
eliminate all forms of discrimination against women,
and to devise national plans and allocate adequate
resources to implement them, to establish permanent
instruments for consultation and dialogue on all
decision-making levels in this matter.

2 Invite representative councils, that do not have human
and women rights committees, to establish such
committees, and to stress the role of representative
councils in reviewing legislation that does not match
international standards.

3 Invite Human Rights organizations to monitor the
implementation of national plans, policies agendas and
the allocations of resources capable of promoting
women’s status, and of eliminating all forms of
discrimination against women.

4 Invite Arab NGOs to form broad alliances on the
national, Arab, and international levels, to realize full
equality between citizens, and to make use of all
available instruments on all three levels to support
their objectives.

5 Invite Arab governments and institutions of civil
society to benefit from the technical cooperation
program offered by United Nations organizations.
Invite United Nations organizations to give greater
attention to posting databases in Arabic and making
them available.

Third: Parallel Reports

The Workshop concluded that parallel reports are not
an objective as such, but are a way to inform about the
Convention, rally associations’ potentials, as well as a tool to
prompt governments to implement the Convention. For these
reasons the recommendations included three levels:
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A : The Pre-Report Stage

1. The need to coordinate between organizations active
in the field of Human Rights in general and the field of
Women Rights in particular, within different
specializations, in order to give the report legitimacy.

2. To invite governments to make their official reports
available to NGOs. To require governments to build a
database regarding women issues and their status and
to make it accessible to NGOs.

3. To invite NGOs to create a permanent monitoring
instrument and to publish their observations in
periodical reports. To intensify contacts with the
Committee on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination against Women in all stages of report
preparation.

4. To strive to preserve the independence of parallel
reports, even if NGOs contribute to official reports, and
invite international organizations to offer all kind of
support to NGOs in this field.

5. To endeavor to have an adequate information
campaign in all stages of report preparation.

B: The Report Compiling Stage

0 To rely on the bases of documentation,
expertise, truthfulness, precision,
highlighting intrinsic issues in compiling
the report, and to publish the report in
foreign languages.

C: The Post-Report Stage

1. Explaining and interpreting the positions of
associations to members of the Committee.

2. Informing about the discussions carried between
governments and the Committee, as well as about the
Committee’s observations and recommendations.
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Fourth: Training

The Workshop concluded that training is not just a
way to increase sKills and develop abilities to interact with
international standards and instruments, but is rather part of
the process of building the culture of Human Rights and
implementing its principles. Therefore a strategy for training
was suggested, which would be based on the following

principles:

1.

Training should be based on an integral approach;
each training stage should be preceded by definition of
needs, specification of targeted groups, planning of
programs, assessment, and effect measuring.
Create an adequate speech for training based on the
human common factor, break discriminatory speech,
and stress equality.
Adopt the principle of sustained development in the
most prevailing training programs, through building by
studying various expertises in the field of training.
Fifth: General Recommendations

Exchange parallel reports, document experiments in
drafting reports and diffuse them.

Create a Website on the Internet under the title of
“CEDAW and Arab Women” to exchange experiences
and information on the subject.

Invite the Arab Organization for Human Rights to
organize training programs on how to write reports, to
dedicate special efforts to countries that recently
joined the Convention, and to provide them with the
expertise to write reports and present them.

Invite the Arab Organization for Human Rights to
prepare periodical regional reports in cooperation with
national organizations that prepare such reports.
Activate regional networks, like Aisha’s Network and
the Magharebi Group, in the field of report preparation
in relation to Women'’s Rights violations.
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In conclusion, the participants took note of the Arab League’s
efforts, in cooperation with the Office of the High Commissioner for
Human Rights, to update the Arab Human Rights Charter. They asked
Arab governments to include in the Charter texts that would be in
harmony with international standards, especially in connection with
equality between genders.

Finally participants of the Workshop thanked the Lebanese
First Lady for sponsoring the event, they also thanked all Lebanese
authorities for welcoming them, and congratulated the Lebanese
people on the release of Lebanese hostages.
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This book discusses the work of the Arab workshop on the
Implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms
of Discrimination against Women, which was held in Beirut,
Lebanon, on January 26 & 27, 2004, in cooperation between the
Arab Organization for Human Rights and the Lebanese Association
for Human Rights, within the framework of the Regional Project on
Human Rights and Development in the Arab world, implemented by
the Arab Organization for Human Rights (AOHR) in cooperation
with United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).
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