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Forced marriage: Abuse to be outlawed?
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BBC News, September 5, 2005—As a consultation begins on whether to criminalize the practice of pushing people into forced marriages, what do those who work with victims feel about it?

Shaminder Ubhi, director of east London-based domestic violence service Ashiana, says one of the most frightening things about forced marriage is that once the ceremony is performed and a union formed - the abuse does not end.

Her organization has offered support to those on the brink of, or who have escaped from, forced marriages. The issue of forced marriage affects south Asian and other communities in the UK.

"Some young women have been imprisoned in their own homes, not being allowed to talk to their friends or contact anybody," says Mrs. Ubhi.

"They know that a ticket has been bought, that they may be going to Pakistan, Bangladesh or India, and they know they are going back for marriage.

"Once they are abroad it's even harder. Even if they have been born in Pakistan or India, they don't know the system there, and they haven't got their support network.

"Then there's the physical violence - if they have been forced into marriage - there's a greater chance they will be raped.

"And it doesn't stop once the marriage has been consummated."

According to the head of the Foreign Office's Forced Marriage Unit Vinay Talwar, although all victims share the same experience of having been unwillingly pushed into marital unions, no two cases are the same.

"We hear stories of rapes, abductions, beatings, forced abortions and forced pregnancies."

But there are also the women who are simply feeling intense pressure from their families to agree to an arranged marriage they do not want to undertake, says Mrs. Ubhi.
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Iran police to step up crackdown on women

Iran Focus, September 4, 2005—TEHRAN- The commander of Iran’s State Security Forces in the city of Orumieh, northwest Iran, threatened on Sunday that police would crackdown “forcefully and decisively” on women who were not properly veiled.
Speaking to reporters, Colonel Rasoul Khorshidi-Far said, “The main aim of the State Security Forces in combating mal-veiling is to build [Islamic] culture in society. If any opposition is witnessed in this regard, it will be decisively dealt with”.
Colonel Khorshidi-Far added that if any woman refuses to obey the instructions of the police in covering herself with a veil, she would have to appear in court to face prosecution.
In August, Iran’s judicial spokesman vowed that “improperly-veiled women” will be treated as if they had no Islamic veil at all.
“Being improperly veiled and not wearing a veil are no different. When it is clear from the appearance of a woman that she has violated the law, then the crime is obvious and law enforcement agents can take legal measures against her”, Jamal Karimi-Rad said.

Women have been facing a harsher crackdown since the June elections that led to Ahmadinejad’s presidency.

China outlaws sexual harrassment
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BBC News, August 28, 2005—China has for the first time outlawed sexual harassment and domestic violence, establishing gender equality as a national policy.

The amendment was passed by the top lawmaking body, the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress.

Women will now be able to take legal action against abusive husbands and those who harass them.

Correspondents say women in China are still far from equal and domestic violence remains a huge problem

Sexual discrimination was supposed to have been abolished in China back in 1949, when Chairman Mao Zedong famously announced that "women hold up half the sky".

But sexual harassment in the workplace is a growing problem, the BBC's Rupert Wingfield-Hayes reports from Beijing.

A national survey of 8,000 women, carried out by Sina.com and Chat magazine, found 79% of female respondents had experienced sexual harassment - compared to 22% of men.

Meanwhile, 40% of women working for private or foreign firms had been targets of harassment compared to 18% of those in state-owned companies, a study by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences found.

But it will take a lot more than legislation to change deeply ingrained attitudes towards women that go back over two millennia, our correspondent says.

As well as banning harassment, the new law calls on all companies and government agencies to take steps to prevent the occurrence of such cases.

Under the amended law, "gender equality is designated as one of the country's basic national policies", China's official Xinhua news agency reports. 
Iraq: Iraq Constitution 'big disappointment' for women

Feminist Daily News Wire, August 29, 2005— Iraq's draft constitution was finalized on Sunday and will be sent to voters for a nationwide referendum to be held in six weeks. 
The finalized draft includes language of grave concern to women in Iraq - namely, that Islam is to be considered "a basic source of law" and that no law may contradict the "undisputed rules" of Islam. 
According to the Associated Press, the final document also calls for the Supreme Federal Court to include judges and experts in both law and sharia (Islamic) law, which suggests that clerics may serve on the Supreme Court, further endangering women's rights. 
The document also allows Iraqis to choose whether they follow secular law or sharia law in family matters, such as marriage, divorce, and inheritance. What is not clear, however, is how the law will address differences in opinion between a husband and a wife or a father and a daughter over which law to follow. On "Meet the Press" yesterday, Tim Russert asked Zalmay Khalilzad, US Ambassador to Iraq, what would happen if, for example, a Shiite man took his wife to a Shiite religious court - would "that woman … have equal protection?" Khalilzad said that would be regulated by the legislature. 
Safia Taleb al-Souhail, the Iraqi woman given a prominent spot in President Bush's 2005 State of the Union address, had previously publicly denounced the prominence given to Islamic law in settling family matters in the constitution, which remained intact in the final version. "When we came back from exile, we thought we were going to improve the rights and position of women," said Souhail, now Iraq's Ambassador to Egypt, according to Reuters. But look what happened - we have lost all the gains we made over the last 30 years. It's a big disappointment." 
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