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Women biggest victims of Iran quake    
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Iran focus, Jan. 25, 2005- More than two thousand women in the earthquake-stricken city of Bam in southern Iran live in extreme poverty, without any support. The December 26, 2003 earthquake that struck the ancient Iranian city of Bam took more than 70,000 lives and left survivors to pick up the pieces of their wrecked lives. 

An Interior Ministry official announced the number of struggling women and said that the maximum assistance given to some of these women was 500,000 rials ($50) per month to recover their shattered lives. The majority of these women are dependent on earning other funds for their daily bread. 

Girls and single women between the ages of 15 and 25 were the biggest victims of the tremor in Bam. A social worker who has spent several 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.” 

Recent reports indicate that teenage girls are being systematically sold to men who are 50 years older than themselves. Many of these men are not from Bam, and have traveled from other cities, and residents complain that the government has turned a blind eye to forced marriages. 

Reports have also surfaced that highly organized criminal gangs, many indirectly affiliated to corrupt security forces, have kidnapped orphaned girls in the area and have been selling them abroad in countries such as Dubai.
Hirsi Ali Leaves Hiding to Spotlight Honor Killings 
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WeNews, Jan. 23, 2005 – AMSTERDAM - With Dutch Muslim extremists threatening her life, Somali-born Dutch parliamentarian Ayaan Hirsi Ali dove into hiding last November.

Days earlier, Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh had been ritually slaughtered in Amsterdam by extremists angered by his film, "Submission," about the abuse of Muslim women. Hirsi Ali, who wrote the film, the killer declared, would be next.

Now, two months later, she has returned to work, resuming her role as a beacon of hope for thousands of Dutch Muslim women. For in the shadows of the famously tolerant and peaceful Netherlands has long lurked a secret it took Hirsi Ali's courage to lay bare: Honor killings.

Because these killings long were kept hidden and unspoken in the Muslim community, the actual number of such murders that occur in Holland every year is unknown, though Hirsi Ali believes it could be as many as 50, possibly more. The government was reluctant to talk about the situation, Hirsi Ali says, because they believed tolerance required respecting different cultures and traditions.

That changed once Hirsi Ali entered the public eye in early 2002. Then a researcher for the Dutch Labor party studying integration problems within the Muslim community, she began speaking out; describing the abuses she had seen while working as a translator in women's shelters here. Politicians--and the media, especially--listened: Hirsi Ali was herself a Muslim. 

Corroboration came in October 2003, when a teacher overheard two mothers discussing why one of his students, 18-year-old Dutch-Turkish Zarife, had not returned to school that fall. Her father had taken her to Ankara in August on vacation, the teacher learned; when they arrived, he shot her. The teacher alerted the police, and the story made headlines Holland-wide. Zarife's crime, according to Hirsi Ali: She'd been seen going out with Dutch girls, and without her scarf.

Many of the victims are "import brides," brought from Turkey or Morocco and unprepared for life in Western Europe. Others are Dutch-born wives of import grooms their families--most of whom came here as guest workers in the 1970s--force them to marry.

"All these girls want," says Hirsi Ali "is to lead a normal life in Holland. Instead, just being seen with a boy--especially a non-Muslim boy--becomes a death sentence."
Now a Member of Parliament under the VVD, or Libertarian Party, Hirsi Ali has used that authority to develop legislation facilitating divorce for victims of domestic abuse, ban female circumcision and demand deeper investigations into the deaths of Muslim women.

Without Veil 
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The Guardian, Jan. 24, 2005 – A workman is pinning a banner to the wall as a chill draft swirls through the near-empty ballroom at the Palestine hotel. "An equal, secular constitution is the first step to total fairness," the sign says in Arabic. This is supposed to be one in a series of pioneering public meetings to address the growing inequalities of women in the new Iraq. A year ago, in the weeks after the invasion, hundreds of women marched in the streets outside this hotel in central Baghdad. The women were optimistic, most walked without veils and they made forceful speeches in front of the TV cameras. 

Those days of mass protest are over. Today there are barely a dozen women present. Half are veiled and most have come with male relatives or colleagues for protection. It is a quiet indictment of the occupation and underscores the astonishing collapse in security, particularly for women, that it has brought. 

"Veils are imposed on young girls," says Nadam Moaeed. "What do girls understand from this veil? It will have a bad psychological effect. She will become a negative presence in society." 

She describes the new pressures on children in schools and the pervasive influence of the religious parties, particularly the conservative Shia groups, which are certain to dominate the new parliament after this weekend's elections. "Political parties come and take a room in the school building and they impose on every female student veils and even gloves," she says. "Where is the humanity in that? We heard of one school where Christian girls were made to wear the veil." 

At one stage a year ago, hardliners in the US-appointed governing council tried to pass article 137 that would impose Islamic Sharia law over rights of personal status, drastically diluting the legal protection for women. After a series of vocal protests the article was dropped, but it was a clear warning of the conservative political program that lies ahead. These are the public problems. In private there is so much more that remains unspoken. 

The conference organizer Mohammad, 44, runs the Organization for Women's Freedom in Iraq, an outspoken campaigning movement. She is rare among Iraqi women: avowedly secular and unafraid to stand up in public and pugnaciously condemn the failings of the male-dominated establishment. She dresses as she might in the west - today she is wearing a smart trouser suit and her long dark hair is, as always, uncovered. Her views are so radical in today's Iraq that she has twice had death threats, always travels with a guard and has a small silver pistol hidden in her purse. 

Her group has already established two women's shelters - in Baghdad and Kirkuk. In the past year perhaps a dozen women have been taken in and many more have asked for help, telling stories of brutality and oppression rarely acknowledged in public. 

The group's campaigning and shelters are largely down to the energy of Mohammad herself. An architecture graduate from Baghdad University, she lived abroad for 10 years before the war, mostly in Toronto. There she met socialist feminists and decided to return to Iraq to campaign after the fall of the regime. She sold her house and left her husband and 17-year-old son behind in Canada. 







An Iraqi woman holds up her passport after she registered for the Iraqi election in Amman, Jordan January 17, 2005. Photo by Ali Jarekji/Reuters Women are to form 25 percent of the elected 275-member National Assembly.
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