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Tunisia allots seats to women
The Washington Times, October 4, 2004- NICOSIA, Cyprus — In a move designed to strengthen its defense against Islamic fundamentalism, Tunisia is preparing an electoral experiment to guarantee at least 20 percent of parliament's seats to women. 

The measure, clashing with a growing anti-feminist trend in many Arab countries, is likely to give Tunisia one of the largest proportions of female lawmakers in the world, according to Tunisian officials.

The ruling Democratic Constitutional Rally (RCD) party has earmarked 38 — or 25 percent — of the 152 parliament seats it hopes to win for female candidates in the Oct. 24 vote for parliament and the presidency. Because of the party's overwhelming strength in Tunisia's 26 electoral districts, the victory of its candidates is virtually certain. 

Tunisian women have been in the forefront of opposition to Islamic fanaticism in the pro-Western North African country and are considered to be one of the main defenses against the fundamentalist quest for power. 

During the past five years, Tunisian women have held posts as Cabinet members, ambassadors, judges and airline pilots. They constitute 40 percent of Tunisia's medical doctors and 51 percent of university students.
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Tunisia has escaped the turmoil of much of the Arab world because of its effective and conspicuous security force, intensive compulsory education, the advancement of women in all fields and a continuing pro-Western orientation. Today, it is one of the few Arab countries supporting U.S. peacemaking efforts in the Middle East and its war on terrorism. 

Indonesian women hostages freed in Iraq
REUTERS, October 4, 2004- Dubai – An Iraqi militant group has released two Indonesian women hostages who were handed over on Monday to the United Arab Emirates Embassy in Baghdad, Abu Dhabi Television reported. 
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The UAE's state-owned television showed footage of the two veiled women who appeared in good health. A UAE diplomat told the television station they would be handed over to the Red Cross in Iraq
One woman dies in childbirth every minute in poor countries

Agence France Presse, September 29, 2004 - Nairobi – Giving birth in poor countries proves fatal for more than half a million women every year, or one every minute, the World Health Organisation said, warning preventable deaths have reached epidemic levels. 

"Every minute of every day, at least one woman in the developing countries dies in childbirth," WHO said in a statement released in Nairobi. 

WHO blamed the crisis on "unavailable, inaccessible or poor quality care," noting the main causes of maternal deaths in poor countries were haemorrhage, infections, hypertensive disorders, obstructive labour and unsafe abortion. 

The UN agency estimates that "maternal deaths are under-reported by as much as 50 percent, because deaths are not classified correctly or not counted at all." 

Afghan women in the firing line for the suffrage of their sisters

Associated Press, October 4, 2004 – The 30 Afghan women leaned forward on their plastic chairs Monday as an instructor showed them how to count votes and seal them away to keep the country's first ever presidential election as fair as possible. 
"There might be journalists and foreigners watching, so be professional," Rahima Wasifi told the class on a crash course to administer the Oct. 9 vote to Afghan women, then help overstretched vote-counters tally the ballots. 

The women are key to the success of the election in Kandahar, the former capital of Afghanistan's ousted Taliban, and a city synonymous with the hard-line regime's harsh treatment of women. 

Since the militia's ouster three years ago, millions of women and girls have returned to work and education, especially in the cities. But some of the warlords who took over in their wake share the Taliban's views on women. 

A report released Tuesday by New York-based Human Rights Watch says in spite of that progress, there is a long way to go to ensure women's rights in this deeply conservative nation. 

The group says in a 36-page report that Taliban insurgents and government-allied warlords are both guilty of intimidating women not to take part in the election. 

According to the United Nations-sponsored electoral commission, 41 percent of the 10.6 million registered voters are women, more than expected. Still, the results are weak in the south, hamstrung by conservative customs and insecurity. 

Young victims of Iran quake being sold to human traffickers

Iran Focus, September 30, 2004 - Bam – Nine months after a devastating earthquake that left behind over 50,000 people dead and more than 90,000 homeless, a new specter is haunting the wretched survivors of that natural disaster. Human trafficking has become a booming business, as orphaned girls and the children of impoverished families are being picked up by organized crime gangs. 

A social worker who has spent the past few months tending to bereaved families said: “At present the number of old men marrying girls under the age of 20 has soared. Many girls are sold in ‘a black market’. Many more are forced to marry men 3 or 4 times their age out of poverty. It is the only way that they can sustain their families.” 

The aftermath of the earthquake has provided fertile grounds for human traffickers. Often working in collusion with corrupt local officials or, in the case of larger organized crime gangs, having ties to influential figures in Tehran, the traffickers work with impunity as they spot the girls and women in Bam and the outlying towns and villages and take them away to other cities, to be sold to wealthy old men looking for young concubines, or sent abroad, often to the Arab states of the Persian Gulf.
Pressure groups disrupt concert in Western Iran

IranMania, October 4, 2004 - London – The first ever women concert in Zanjan, Western Iran was stopped by pressure groups, Iran’s Shargh Newspaper reported. 

The female musicians had been trained for a year and had got the permit of the Iranian Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance. The conductor of the Mehregan Orchestra, Parvaneh Salahshour said: “I knew that many are sensitive to women’s participation in such activities thus I first got the permit the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance as well as the Municipality. If there was any problem, why didn’t they protest at that time?”



Afghan women who will take part in the upcoming presidential election as poll officers get briefed at the Women’s association building in Karzai's home town of Kandahar, Afghanistan Sunday Oct. 3, 2004.(AP Photo/Elizabeth Dalziel)








Newly released Indonesian hostages Istiqomah Misnad (L) and Novitasari Sugito sit in a lounge after arriving at the United Arab Emirates embassy in the Iraqi capital of Baghdad October 4, 2004. REUTERS/Ammar Awad
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