“Defending Women Defending Rights”

International Women Human Rights Defenders Campaign

Introduction

In her 2002 report before the UN Commission on Human Rights, Ms. Hina Jilani, UN Special Representative of the Secretary General on Human Rights Defenders (UN SRSG HRD) addressed the critical situation of women human rights defenders (WHRDs). The UN SRSG HRD indicated that out of the 161 urgent appeals she had sent to Governments during that year, 70 concerned women defenders or women’s organizations. 

The world over, against all odds, WHRDs work tirelessly for the protection and promotion of human rights.  Yet, WHRDs have got little attention in the human rights arena and face gender-specific risks and vulnerabilities in addition to those faced by all human rights defenders. They are confronted by difficult challenges when they work in male dominated environments, are often stigmatized and sometimes become victims of gender specific violations that need to be addressed. 

WHRDs face risks in addition to the shared risks/ vulnerabilities that they experience with their male colleagues. The risks and vulnerabilities faced by WHRDs are as follows: 
A). Shared risks and vulnerabilities:  These are risks and vulnerabilities that they face at par with their male colleagues which are of a general character, i.e. those experienced by all HRDs— men and women. 
B). Gender-specific risks and vulnerabilities:  These are vulnerabilities faced by WHRDs due to their being a woman or that impact disproportionately on them because they are women, for instance, sexual abuse, harassment, violations from husbands/partners and male colleagues in addition to violations by the state. 

C) Risks and vulnerabilities due to their work on women-specific rights/issues: WHRD also face heightened risks and vulnerabilities because of their work on women-specific rights/issues that frequently challenge cultural stereotypes and religion. Such challenging of cultural and religious norms can raise high levels of hostility, more so because women are considered markers of culture and religion. 
All of these problems require strategies to be gender specific rather than gender neutral.

The Campaign

Concerned by the situation of women defenders and keen to respond to the call made by the UNSRSG HRD, a coalition of NGOs have decided to launch a Campaign on Women Human Rights Defenders and an International Consultation on WHRDs to be held in July 2005. An International Coordinating Committee has been formed comprising of Amnesty International (AI), Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD), Women Living Under Muslim Laws (WLUML), International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission (IGLHRC), International Service for Human Rights (ISHR), World Organisation against Torture (OMCT), Latin American and Caribbean Committee for the Defense of Women’s Rights (CLADEM), Center for Women’s Global Leadership (CWGL), Forum Asia, Inform, Frontline, International League for Human Rights, Amanitare  and ISIS-WICCE.  The Campaign is envisioned as a global mobilization on WHRDs to bring international attention to their concerns and their need for protection. It will involve women and human rights activists in different fields and sectors, grassroots groups, NGOs, social movements and other members of the civil society. The Campaign will culminate in an International Consultation which will consolidate the Campaign and develop specific recommendations and remedies for the adequate protection of WHRDs.  Approximately 200 persons are expected to participate in the Consultation but many more are expected to participate in the campaign. 

The Campaign will emphasize that women fighting for human rights are in fact human rights defenders and that those working in human rights movement also have gender-specific protection concerns that need to be addressed. Additionally the Campaign will focus on the situation of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) activists, who are also targeted because of their gender identity and the rights they are fighting to uphold. 

Your participation and contribution

In the face of serious atrocities committed by State and non-State actors, giving visibility and international recognition to WHRDs is one fundamental form of protection for them. It is also important to elaborate gender specific protection strategies and provide a space for women defenders and LGBT activists to exchange experiences and identify their specific needs. 

We invite you to participate in the International Campaign on WHRDs in which women from across the globe will claim their right to defend human rights, by organizing events, debates or introducing this theme in your activities. 

For more information on the International Campaign on WHRD please contact its Secretariat at Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development at:
APWLD 

Santitham YMCA Building 3rd floor, Room 305-308
11 Sermsuk Road, Soi Mengrairasmi, Chiangmai 50300 
Thailand
Tel :(66 53) 404 613-4 Fax (66 53) 404 615
Email: apwld@apwld.org 

www.apwld.org 
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