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Women facing setbacks under Iraq’s new constitution

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, August 23, 2005—One way or the other, Sharia, or traditional Islamic law, will be a presence in Iraq's new constitution, and that means women may have fewer rights in areas of family and civil law than they did under Saddam Hussein's tyrannical regime. 
That was the bottom line from experts watching as Iraq's constitutional committee continued to struggle with deadlines and defections yesterday. They also cautioned that much depends on what form of Sharia -- 1,000 years' worth of Islamic law and tradition interpreted differently over the millennium by different Muslim sects -- is adopted, and to what degree.
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Afghan women’s poll money issue

BBC news, August 26, 2005—Many women who would like to contest next month's elections in Afghanistan cannot do so, the country's women's affairs minister says. 

Masouda Jalal said the problem lay in their husbands controlling the family budget and the wives having no access to money for their campaigns. 

Hundreds of women were running for the elections, but there could have been thousands more, she said. 

One in four seats are reserved for women in the elections. 

The quota applies to the lower house of the national parliament and to provincial councils. 

"The main reason thousands of women didn't become candidates is that they can't afford the financial expenses," Ms Jalal said during a visit to Sweden. 

Men were often in charge of the household money in the strongly traditional and Muslim society. 
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India backs domestic abuse bill

 BBC News, August 24, 2005—DEHLI- India's lower house of parliament has passed a bill seeking to protect women from domestic violence. 

The bill seeks to ban harassment by way of dowry demands and gives sweeping powers to a magistrate to issue protection orders where needed. 

The bill is expected to become law in the next few days once it gets approval from the upper house. 

Every six hours in India, a young married woman is burned alive, beaten to death or driven to commit suicide. 

Despite the scale of the problem, there has been no specific legislation to deal with actual abuse or the threat of abuse at home. 

According to a recent study, at least 45% of Indian women are slapped, kicked or beaten by their husbands, many of them on a continual basis. 

Several women's rights groups and non-governmental organizations have been campaigning for specific laws to deal with the abuse. 

Women's activists have welcomed the bill, although many say it is not perfect. 

A recent survey by the International Institute for Population Studies showed 56% of Indian women believed wife beating to be justified in certain circumstances. The reasons varied from going out without the husband's permission to cooking a bad meal. Domestic abuse is often denied by the victims themselves. 
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NIGER: Women bear the brunt of hardships and food shortages
IRINnews, August 23, 2005—TILLABERY- Every day, Minta, a 40 year-old mother of six, fetches water for the household, does the laundry in the river, labors on her millet farm and, if there is food, prepares the family meals before collapsing into bed, exhausted.  
Minta has never been to school. She can’t read or write. She has never even used a telephone. Once - and only once - she traveled in a car. 
For Minta, and the other women at the hospital, the hunger that has reduced her children to skin and bone is just another hard fact of life.
The food crisis that has affected 3.6 million people in Niger, has highlighted the vulnerable position of women in what is a staunchly Muslim and conservative society and the second poorest country in the world, according to UN figures.
"When you say food crisis, you say women," Aissata Bagna, a prominent female activist and former health minister, told IRIN in her home in Niamey. 
The wave of democratization that swept through West Africa in the early nineties spawned the first women's groups in Niger and increased their political influence. But at the same time, social progress was hampered by the rapid rise of religious fundamentalism, Bagna explained.
But Islamic fundamentalism and patriarchal tradition are not the only factors shaping women’s lives in Niger. Deeply-rooted and grinding poverty also has a significant part to play in the rubric, say aid workers.
More than half of the population of Niger lives on less than a dollar a day, and access to health care, education, and safe drinking water is difficult or impossible for all but the country's small elite.
However, even in an impoverished society educating women could make a significant contribution to preventing food crises in the future, aid workers say.
Educated women are more likely to delay or space their pregnancies, so reducing the risk of low birth-weight babies, infant death and infant malnutrition, according to the Mother’s Index -- an annual overview of women’s health compiled by UK-based NGO Save the Children.

Iran judiciary set to close Kazemi case: family lawyer 

AFP, August 25, 2005—Iran's hard-line judiciary will soon close the case of murdered Iranian-Canadian photographer Zahra Kazemi and has blocked family lawyers from pressing for a fresh probe, one of the lawyers said.

Last July a Tehran court acquitted an intelligence agent accused of giving the journalist a mortal blow to the head while she was in custody two years ago, and family lawyers have set their sights on bringing to justice a judiciary official they say is the real killer.

"We predict that the defendant will be cleared," Mohammad Ali Dadkhah said of the intelligence agent.

Kazemi family lawyers had also backed the agent's plea of innocence, but Dadkhah said that demands from the family that the courts look into other suspects had been blocked.

"They will not accept any appeal on the case because they have said our time is over even though according to the law there is no deadline," he told AFP, amid reports that the judiciary will soon issue the verdict of an appeal hearing held last month.

Kazemi, who was 54, died in custody in Tehran in July 2003 after being arrested for photographing a demonstration outside a Tehran prison. Family lawyers have accused the judiciary of a cover-up, a charge backed by Ottawa.

Iran's government has acknowledged that Kazemi was violently beaten in prison, although the judiciary has also said she may have died after a fall.

In June the Iranian judiciary again rejected Canada's demand for Kazemi's body -- which was hastily buried inside Iran after her death -- to be dug up and handed over for a new autopsy.

The latest request from Ottawa was made amid allegations from an exiled Iranian doctor, denied by Tehran, that the photographer had been raped and tortured.

Iran, which does not recognize dual nationality, asserts that Canada has no business looking into the affair.
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