Informal Meeting with Non-governmental Organizations and CEDAW
Statement by Women’s Rights Action Watch Asia Pacific (IWRAW Asia Pacific)
on

 strengthening NGOs engagement with the Committee
Thank you, Madam Chair.

As many of you may know, International Women’s Rights Action Watch Asia Pacific’s “From Global to Local” programme was initiated in 1997 to build the capacity of national women’s groups to use the CEDAW review process as part of their advocacy for women’s human rights.  In the 13 years since, IWRAW Asia Pacific has worked with women’s groups from over 120 countries to facilitate their engagement with the review in a structured and purposeful manner. This has been possible because women human rights activists at the national level see and continue to see, the relevance and value of the Convention, and the work of the CEDAW Committee in advancing the goals of equality and non-discrimination.

The importance of the CEDAW review process is clear in the unflagging dedication and efforts invested by NGOs taking part in the From Global to Local programme. Preparations for and advocacy around the review begin months – in some cases, up to a year or more – before the session during which their country will be reviewed. The shadow and alternative reports in your hands do not always tell the full story of their making: the data-gathering, the consultations, negotiations and coordination work between different groups to come to a common stand on the critical issues and measures to address inequality of women in their country, the long process of writing the reports, and the dissemination of the reports to the OHCHR. 
National women’s groups face many challenges in preparing for the review and in attending the CEDAW review sessions, including fund-raising and arranging travel documents. It is critical to raise that it has been quite difficult for women coming to the committee to access visas, especially given the high requirements of the Schengen visas of Switzerland. Often there is a requirement of applications being backed by proof of property and fiscal capacity, which is not the reality of our women. The Committee had graciously offered the issuance of a démarche in January 2009, given that citizens from Rwanda had been denied visas. We look forward to some facilitation by the Secretariat on this matter as well. 

In addition, in some cases, women’s groups face adverse reactions from their states and from groups that oppose the principle of equality for women. Their presence in the review speaks of great personal courage and conviction in the face of persecution and intimidation. Often the women are not able to speak in these open processes, for the fear of their lives and freedom, and on their behalf, we would ask for a safe space that enables their direct interaction with the Committee, not informally, but also acknowledged as a formal part of this process.  

The participation of national women’s groups strengthens the credibility and relevance of the CEDAW Convention and the work of the CEDAW Committee, and the UN human rights system in general, as a way for women to claim accountability from their governments.  
30 years after CEDAW was adopted, there is an international movement of women who see the CEDAW Committee as a body of experts committed to surfacing issues of concern for women, especially those that would otherwise be inadequately addressed by States Parties and even mainstream human rights organizations, such as women’s economic rights, reproductive rights, sexuality rights and women’s specific concerns in armed conflict situations.
They see the Committee as their Committee. Just as they bring the vision of women who gain from the Committee’s work into this room, they carry the Committee’s work back to the women whom this Committee seeks to serve. However, we also welcome this opportunity to remind the Committee, that just as its observations gives tools to the women it has acknowledged, so by its silence, it weakens their struggles vis-à-vis the state.  The Committee’s work is also part of the institutionalization of the evolving discourse of women’s human rights. It is committed to pushing the barriers, and not noting the minimum. So we will reiterate that the Committee ensures that its work reflects the aspirations of the women it is committed to ensuring rights for. 

IWRAW Asia Pacific is honoured to have facilitated a consistent and effective engagement by national women’s groups with the CEDAW Committee. The knowledge and the passion they bring into the review process provide a bridge between women’s realities on the ground and the work of a standard-setting body at the international level. 
While we welcome the open meeting that Committee holds with us every Mondays, we would also seek a formal space that takes into account the risks faced by the human rights defenders in coming here to provide information to this Committee; as well as the relevance of these interactions.  
The value of an autonomous space for women’s rights activists to engage with the Committee and the CEDAW review process does not end with the closing of a session. After the review of the State at the CEDAW session, women’s groups continue to monitor the impact of the review’s recommendations on State action on the ground. This in turn encourages States Parties to be more accountable. 
We warmly welcome the implementation process oversight set by the Committee, in seeking an update from the states within 2 years of receiving concluding observations. We look forward to an engaged and expanded participation to ensure that just as women gain from the Committee’s work in accessing their human rights, we strengthen the work and vision of the Committee in bringing lived realities of the women to the Committee. 
Thank you, Madam Chair.
