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Iran court hears appeal over photographer murder
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AFP, July 25, 2005—TEHRAN - An Iranian court was hearing an appeal Monday over the murder in custody two years ago of Iranian-Canadian photographer Zahra Kazemi, following the acquittal of an intelligence agent in the case. 
The foreign media was not admitted to the tiny Tehran courtroom where the case was being heard, with one official declaring "there is no room." 
Kazemi, 54 died in Tehran in July 2003 following her arrest the previous month for taking photographs in front of Tehran prison. While in custody, she sustained serious head injuries. 
Iranian authorities first said Kazemi died of a stroke, then admitted she had been beaten, but then suggested she may have simply fallen over. 
In July last year, a Tehran court acquitted an intelligence agent accused of giving the journalist a mortal blow to the head. 
The Kazemi family's lawyers have accused the judiciary of a cover-up, a view shared by Canada. 
In May, Canadian Foreign Minister Pierre Pettigrew announced that Ottawa had decided to "constrain" its ties with Tehran until Iranian authorities handled the case "in a serious and credible manner."
5800 to contest Afghan polls

The Australian, July 13, 2005—(KABUL) Nearly 6,000 candidates have been declared eligible to contest Afghanistan's first post-Taliban parliamentary polls in September, more than 10 per cent of them women, election officials said today.

A total of 2778 candidates will stand for the 249-seat lower house Wolesi Jirga elections and 3027 will stand for provincial councils, Bismillah Bismil, chairman of the UN-backed electoral commission told reporters.

About 583 women were running, he said.

The relatively high level of female participation comes less than four years after the ouster of the fundamentalist Islamic Taliban regime, which banned women from working.

Under the hard-line regime, which fell after a US-led invasion in 2001, women were barred from work, education and leaving the house without an all-covering burqa. 

Almost 12 million Afghans have registered to vote in the elections set for September 18.
Iraq: Women alarmed at prospect of rights erosion, UNIFEM says

Reuters, July 24, 2005—Iraqi women are extremely concerned that the national assembly committee drafting the country's new constitution is curbing women's rights, established under the interim constitution and prior national laws, the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) reported on Friday.

"As the committee continues in its drafting process, women are becoming increasingly alarmed at what they see as a curtailing of their rights," UNIFEM said in a press statement.

Of particular concern to Iraqi women activists and civil society groups was a chapter of the constitution on duties and rights, which now refers to Shari'ah (Islamic law) as the "main source" for legislation in the new constitution, the UN body said.
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In the earlier interim constitution, Shari'ah was referred to as an important source of legislation, rather than the main source.

A draft of the constitution, released to the press two weeks ago by a member of one of the sub-committees in the drafting process, also alarmed women's groups because of weaker provisions on women's representation in decision-making bodies, on men and women's equality under law and international treaties, and also because of an apparent threat to Iraq's long-standing and progressive Personal Status Law governing family matters.

In the draft, the clause requiring that women make up 25 percent of all decision-making bodies would only be followed the next two elections and could then be removed altogether, UNIFEM noted.

Meanwhile, issues such as marriage, divorce and inheritance would be judged according to the law as practiced by a family's own sect or religion, rather than the Personal Status Law, it added.

The current draft of the constitution "subordinates guarantees of women's human rights and international law to religious Shari'ah law and replaces one of the Middle East's most progressive personal status laws with arbitrary interpretations of religious law", according to the US-based international women's human rights organization MADRE.

If the national assembly approves such a constitution, it said, "It could give self-appointed religious clerics the authority to inflict grave human rights violations on Iraqi women" in relation to freedom of movement, travel, property inheritance and custody of their children. Iraq, which had been overwhelmingly secular until the 1990s, was in danger of being "catapulted towards theocratic rule", the group warned last week.

Iraqi women staged a "sit-in" demonstration in a large tent in Baghdad's Firdaws Square last Tuesday against the draft constitution in circulation, and against a drafting process that they say marginalizes women and civil society.

Iraqi women's organizations recently released a joint memorandum demanding that the new Iraqi constitution must:

Recognize women's human rights as mothers, workers and citizens and prevent all kind of violence and discrimination against women.

It also demands that the constitution ensures the quota of not less than 40 percent for women in all decision-making positions, and recognizes international conventions and documents signed by Iraq as the source for Iraqi legislation and regulations.

On the same day as the sit-in, UNIFEM and the United Nations

Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) organized for a group of about 30 women to meet with members of the drafting subcommittee of the Chapter on Duties and Rights to articulate their concerns.

The meeting ended abruptly because of news of the assassination of two Sunni members of the drafting committee, but another is planned.

Sudan: For raped women in Darfur, access to reproductive health services limited

Refugees International, July 23, 2005—Janjaweed militias and government police continue to attack and rape women in Darfur. But the few clinics that do have services for rape survivors are not seeing recent cases because women are unable and unwilling to use health services. While clinics are packed with patients seeing treatment of malaria or respiratory illnesses, very few women are coming in for medical treatment after being raped. Many of the women said they did not know that services such as the “morning after pill” were available. Some NGOs say that they do not advertise services to rape survivors because Sudanese law (Article 48) prevents doctors from treating rape victims without a referral from the police department. Doctors and health personnel can be arrested for violating this law and some have been threatened to prevent them from providing services.
The clinics that Refugees International visited differed from camp to camp and from state to state. Most clinics did not provide any specific services for women who were survivors of rape, nor did they stock rape kits including emergency contraception. Some clinics, however, had trained midwives to act. 
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