U.S. ACCUSED OF PAYING LIP SERVICE TO WOMEN’S RIGHTS

If the United States really supports women’s rights, it should ratify the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, say women’s rights groups.

By Ushani Agalawatta

New York: Women’s rights groups are accusing the United States of paying lip service to the rights of women after it tabled an initiative on women’s political participation at the United Nations General Assembly. The draft resolution calls on nations to ‘promote and protect the rights of women on an equal basis with men’, and to combat all forms of discrimination that marginalise and prevent the full participation of women in society.

But the groups quickly pointed out that the US remains the only industrialised nation that has not ratified a global treaty on women’s rights.

‘The Bush administration is finally courting women worldwide with its proposed United Nations resolution urging all countries to promote women’s equality and political participation, but for real change to occur, we have to move beyond rhetoric to reality,’ said June Zeitlin, executive director of the Women’s Environment and Development Organisation (WEDO) in a press release [in mid-October].

The US resolution stands at odds with Washington’s position on the 23-year-old UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). Adopted in 1979 by the UN General Assembly, CEDAW defines discrimination against women and sets standards for international and national action to ensure the full participation of women in society.                                                                                                                           

To date, CEDAW has been adopted by 174 countries. Afghanistan, under the leadership of US-backed President Hamid Kharzai, recently became the 171st state to ratify the convention.

CEDAW was approved last year by the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee but was never voted on by the full Senate. Ratification requires 67 votes in favour out of 100 total Senate votes.

‘Here is a golden opportunity,’ said Zeitlin. ‘With a snap of his fingers, President Bush could muster 67 votes in the Republican-controlled Senate to ratify CEDAW immediately. This would put instant reality behind his rhetoric in support of women’s rights and some credibility behind US pressure on other countries to provide those rights.’

Washington’s representatives to the UN Commission on the Status of Women acknowledges that CEDAW includes an article on women’s political participation, but says that the current resolution is another way to highlight the issue.

‘Obviously CEDAW had not solved the problem…there are signatories of that convention who are the worst abusers of women’s human rights,’ Ellen Sauerbrey told IPS. ‘The issue of women’s political participation is much more severe in underdeveloped parts of the world. Women in some countries still can’t even vote, but in no country have women really been able to achieve an equal voice in the political process,’ she added.

‘The reason for the resolution is the belief that this concept, very near and dear to us in America, is of concern in many parts of the world, and by introducing this resolution in the UN, we are hopefully making a statement about how the international community feels about women’s political participation.’

A 7 October letter co-signed by WEDO and 18 other groups to the US Ambassador to the UN John Negroponte addressed what it called the main shortcoming of the resolution. ‘For real change to occur, nations should be held accountable in their equitable representation of women in all aspects of decision-making. CEDAW offers not only words, but an enforcement mechanism for implementing steps towards equality,’ said the letter.

But ‘the draft resolution will only be lip service because as it stands the draft has no implementation or follow-up mechanisms,’ WEDO’s Gender and Governance Coordinator Doris Mpoumou said in an interview.

After seven consultations, the draft resolution now mentions CEDAW, she added, 

but the text only ‘recalls’ the treaty, meaning it is still only binding for those nations that have ratified it.

‘We are thrilled when the US speaks out on women’s issues but actions speak louder than words. We want them to ratify CEDAW,’ said Jennifer Jackman of the Washington-based Feminist Majority Foundation. ‘The resolution,’ she said, ‘simply creates the illusion of US activity to empower women.’

General Assembly resolutions are not binding, and member states have no obligations to implement them.

Yet according to Sauerbrey, ‘I really do believe that many countries at the end of the General Assembly go home with these resolutions and do take them seriously and do recognise that this is the global community making a statement that women’s rights need to be respected.’ She said that the draft resolution is independent of a US justice department deliberation on ratifying CEDAW.

New York-based Human Rights Watch (HRW) says that US opposition to CEDAW is based on accusations that it is a ‘toxic’ treaty that imposes ‘radical feminism’. The rights group calls the criticism baseless. Its CEDAW campaign website argues that the convention does not infringe on state sovereignty, takes no official stand on abortion and does not require legalisation of prostitution, although recommending it for certain countries.

The US record on women’s political participation is not strong. According to a country ranking of women’s political representation done by the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the US ranks 60 among 125 evaluated countries. Sweden, the Netherlands and Denmark are ranked 1-3 with more than 35% representation of women.

‘By contrast, in the US, women make up only 14% of Congress and 22% of state legislatures, and women’s rights have been rolling slowly backward since the 1980s,’ says WEDO. – Third World Network Features/IPS No. 2572/03, November 2003
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