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Conclusions and recommendations

Introduction

The number of Arab NGOs dealing with women’s issues and rights has been increasing since the 1970s. This steady increase was seen as a healthy sign in the direction of bringing real social, cultural and legal change and development. All of these organizations aim to defend Arab women’s rights, improve their status and strengthen their resources to take part in the building of society, to fight for abolishing all forms of discrimination, to promote co-operation among Arab women, to increase their cultural and political awareness, to enhance women’s role in the family and their responsibilities for bringing up their children, to educate women in their rights and train them to exercise their rights and enable them to take part in the economic and social process.

This conference had as objective to bring together leading women from several Arab countries for an update on the current status and working of NGOs in their countries, but in the first place – as the title of the conference suggests – to hear their vision concerning their future expectations and perspectives.

The title of this conference – Dreams of Arab Women NGOs – was criticised by some participants who remarked “why do you talk about dreams, talk about reality”. But the choice of this title was done deliberately. Some basic rights and equality for women, which were considered as a “dream” 30 or 40 years ago, have now become reality. This implies that women rights activists and NGOs have the right “to dream” now about the issues they want to see as reality in the near future.

The conference emphasised that dreams in this context are not meant as “illusions” but as “future vision”. Although in some cases some of these “dreams” might seem out of reach, yet we were glad to find out that the current generation of activists and policy makers in Arab countries do possess the necessary motivation and capacities that allow them to achieve their objectives and to defend their vision in all possible forums. 

The conference took place during two days, Saturday 30 and Sunday 31 May 2009,being chaired by Leila Jaffar. 
Opening session 0f 30 May included a short and very meaningful introduction by ANVK President Dr Tomador Meihuizen- Hassoun.

 Arab Women NGOs play a vital role in raising community awareness of women rights in Arab countries. It was NGOs who placed the public spotlight on the issue of women rights and it is NGOs who argued that laws and policies in Arab countries must provide greater protection for women rights.

Keynote speech by Baroness Henriette van Lynden, director of North Africa and Middle East Department at the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

 A key metaphor she used in her speech served later as a leading symbol for the conference: a camel stuck in the sands of the dessert will also reach its destination, even if it takes more time and more effort.

It is worth mentioning that the symbol of the ANVK is a camel inside a tulip. The camel is known for its patience and the ability to endure hard conditions.

The morning session of the first day included three speakers:

1.
Mouna Ghanem from Syria talked about the role of Ministries of Education, Developments and Social Affairs in the Arab world which have to work at empowering women to assume their roles in developing society through widening the various scopes of education, modernizing curricula, textbooks and introducing new areas of specialization that live up to current development, help incorporate women in the labour force and to form a committee to develop the leadership role of women.

2.
Iman Mandour from Egypt talked about Arab women organizations that are striving to make a difference in three main areas, namely reviewing legislations, combating discrimination and building capacities of Arab women.

3.
Wafika Aldughail from Saudi Arabia talked about the achievements in the field of women rights in Saudi Arabia in the last five years.

The session was followed by a public discussion. One of the issues discussed at this point was the question about some presentations that mentioned the roles of the ministries and governments rather than the working of NGOs. This is true to some extent and can be explained by the fact that women and other rights' organizations do not function in a social and political vacuum. Due to the social and traditional background of these countries, and the fact that women's rights are a matter of work-in-progress rather than an accomplished fact, such women's organizations need in the first place the blessing of their governments in order to exist and later in order  to function. Most organizations do function independently, yet they have to act in harmony with other policy-makers. 

The afternoon panel was chaired by Petra Stienen and included three more speakers:                          

1.
Noor Bàabad from Yemen talked about the integration of gender tools into strategic planning in Yemen.

2.
Ghada Ammar from Jordan discussed how the Arab women  NGO`s can extend the level of awareness to the phenomenon of violence against women and children and the capability to eliminate the silence barrier engulfing it, also by having enacted laws that protect women from violence.

3.
Ramzia Al-Iriany from Yemen talked about the role of Arab woman which is no longer limited to building a family. She now plays a vital role in steering the change to become an effective member in facing current and future challenges. She gave examples of interesting projects to this end, such as the children's parliament (based on the Jordanian model) and other initiatives.

The second day of the conference consisted of two panels.

The keynote speech was delivered by Farah Karimi, previous parliamentarian and at present Head of Oxfam-NOVIB. She emphasized that NOVIB supports women in their organisations. How try to set together and challenge injustice in their own society.

Maha Najjar discussed the question whether changing the legislation in the Arab countries would provide the needed protection for women.

Two more interventions by Florence Andrew and Mekka Homehed (both from Sudan) dealt with the Sudanese experiences and the role of Sudanese in Diaspora.

The second and last lecture was given by Saida Alagrebi from Tunis, about the role of Civil Society in promoting and empowering Arab women. She talked about the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and gave examples of projects through which these goals are being achieved. She also referred to ICT and micro credit projects as means of reducing poverty and improving women's living conditions.

Conclusions based on the context of the lectures:

1.
A lot has been done by Arab women NGOs in the past decades to guarantee Arab women equal rights in their societies, but the way is still long:


women participation in the political, legislative and judicial system can contribute to promoting womens' right, but also men can play a role in promoting the rights of all citizens without any gender considerations.


the current trend in many countries when a woman is appointed in a key position, is to limit these posts to “women affairs”, “social affairs” etc.... 

It is time to appoint capable women in any position. Why not a 

woman as minister of foreign affairs or finances?

2.
Many challenges are facing Arab women NGOs, including social, financial and political barriers. Many achievements of the last years are not always sustainable, due to factors related to traditional society and local customs. 

A social process of changing mentalities and attitudes is required.

3.
Although most Arab countries have constitutions which guarantee equal rights for all citizens, yet many laws are still discriminating against women in many fields: family law (marriage and divorce, children custody, inheritance, alimony), social and labor laws, criminal and evidence law etc...

4.
There is a need to bridge the gap that sometimes exists between:


a. Equality principles in the constitutions and discriminative law.


b. A good law and bad discriminative implementation.

      c. Rights granted by law and left without enforcement mechanism.

5.
The laws and regulations have to be revised to suit the new realities of women participation in all spheres of life and recognizing and encouraging women’s contribution to the economy and to society.

6.
There is a need to alleviate all reservations made by Arab governments on the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women CEDAW (this was already done by Tunisia and Morocco).

Recommendations and suggestions for further action:

1.
Establishing a Euro-Arab Women Network. The purpose would be to exchange information on experiences, to work collectively on the international level and to lobby for migrant women's best interest.

2.
Lobbying among European governments and NGOs to implement conditionality in all aid and development projects. This conditionality should guarantee a sustainable respect for equal rights.

3.
The next conference to be organized by ANVK will concentrate on the rights of mothers and children (dignity, health, education and protection) and the reconciliation between motherhood and professional career. Women who get the opportunity to study and acquire a profession, face huge difficulties in their access to the labour market and later in keeping their jobs once they have children. 

The ANVK is currently studying the possibility of organizing the next conference in one of the Arab countries (Algeria, Yemen, Jordan, Egypt, Syria, UAE or Qatar). The final decision about the venue depends of the reactions which we will receive from the governments as well as the active NGOs in these countries. The ANVK would appreciate any will to cooperate in providing logistics and finances for the planned conference.
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