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Concept Note
Women’s human rights and the international laws, declarations, platforms and mechanisms mandate respect, protection and fulfilment of all human rights for all women worldwide. However, the reality for millions of girls and women today remains exclusion, abject poverty, systemic violence and discrimination as well as other fundamental violations of their human rights. In many spheres, systems, structures and institutions of power, decision making remains intrinsically patriarchal. Transforming the rhetoric of human rights into realities for women remains a critical issue. Denied access to and ownership of productive resources and property, sexual abuse and domestic violence, the patriarchal nature of traditional cultural and religious beliefs, discrimination in education, particularly in conflict and informal settlement areas are but a few of the pressing matters facing women. New challenges like globalization and HIV/AIDS have wreaked further havoc, dramatically increasing the poverty, burden, violence and insecurity that women experience. Such exposure always has a multiplier effect on existing inequalities, highlighting again the urgency of achieving gender equality in all societies, where both women and men can take their rightful place in influencing their own development. 

Many struggle relentlessly within the women’s movement for gender equality, fighting to ensure that voices from the ground are heard at national and international levels. They employ multiple strategies to negotiate and wrest power from the powerful to secure women’s access to and ownership of resources, services, opportunities and social, economic, political and cultural spaces. These groups engage diverse means to advance women’s rights in a manner that is inclusive and reflects respect for the fundamental human rights to equality and non discrimination. 

The World Social Forum (WSF)– a venue for exploring strategies for social justice, international solidarity, women’s rights, peace and environment protection– is a key opportunity to further this struggle. As in previous WSF editions, the Human Dignity and Human Rights Caucus (HDHRC) would like to contribute to the coordination and visibility of human rights activities within the Forum, to be held in Belem do Para (Brazilian amazonian region) in January 2009. More information on previous activities of the HDHRC, as well as about the organisations involved in Nairobi and in the 2008 Global Action Day is available on: http://hdhrc.over-blog.com/ 
· At WSF 2009, the HDHRC will provide a platform for sharing information and ideas about human rights related activities and for networking with other organisations to organise joint activities. The Caucus will offer an open and inclusive space for different groups, movements, organisations, and people. It will provide an opportunity to: share experiences and voice concerns; analyze our actions, and their implications; discuss alternative strategies; mobilize; and engage and learn from different practices around the world. The goal is: to build on joint strategies and, in the long term, to strengthen the process for ensuring gender equity, equality, and justice in all areas of the lives of women and men, girls and boys. In order to ensure some continuity with past WSF editions, HDHRC plans to organize activities on the following issues: 

· Human rights and struggles for social and economic justice 
· Human rights and struggles for gender equity
· Human rights and struggles over habitat, land and environment
· Human rights, mobility and citizenship gap
· Human rights and conflict, militarization and culture of impunity
· Human rights and faith and cultural diversity 
Equalinrights (The Netherlands) and PWESCR – The Programme for Women’s Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (India) have taken responsibility within the HDHRC for mobilising a group focused on human rights and struggles for gender equity in preparation for the upcoming WSF in Belem. Through extensive outreach several organizations globally have come together to strategize on how best to use Belem to advance women’s rights and bring visibility to the struggles faced by women within three broad sub-thematic areas: 
· Livelihood, Development and Displacement 

· Gender Based Violence 
· Culture, Religion and Fundamentalisms 

Livelihood, Development and Displacement

In today’s social economic and political environment, livelihoods of people are being threatened in various ways: Several development projects such as dams and extractive activities result in mass displacements, environmental degradation and the destruction of natural resources. In addition, sustainable forms of agriculture are disappearing, and so are traditional forms of sustenance. Disaster—both manmade and natural with climate crisis, is getting worse. As a result, people, especially women including women from marginalized communities such as Dalits, indigenous are daily pushed away from self-reliant sources of livelihood to welfare dependency, sexual exploitation, trafficking and poverty. 
Losing livelihood options and breaking up of socio-cultural fabric of the society brings about new forms of violence and exploitation – and women are the worst sufferers. This also leads to massive migration, vulnerable to trafficking and exploitation and extreme hardship. 

The global phenomena of using women’s labour as a cheap option to substitute development investment and the targeting women through promotion of micro-finance as a means to access women’s resources for development and profit is rapidly increasing. This is consciously kept an integral component in the development package. 

The impacts of laws, policies and acts in various countries have little to do with protecting women’s right to live with dignity. The capitalist and globalisation paradigms have created new kinds of violence and exploitation including cultural genocide which need be better understood and a collective voice needs to emerge much more strongly across the globe to impress upon the world the severity of the situation and the dire circumstances faced by many women across the globe, particularly its devastating effects on marginalized women.

The right to livelihood is identified as a key right to the realization of all other rights. Livelihoods for people are a means to live a life with dignity. However, the critical issue of livelihoods is not adequately addressed by current the human rights framework International human rights instruments recognize the right to adequate standard of living, including right to food and housing, the right to work, the right to social security and the right to health. While the protection and promotion of these rights may to a certain extent afford minimum protection of people’s livelihood, still there are protection gaps. In most circumstances, issues connected with livelihood security are not sufficiently addressed. 

The activities under Livelihood, Development and Displacement subtheme will aim at:

· To exchange experiences and information regarding development-induced displacement and loss of livelihood to draw commonalities to have clear understanding of what women’s right to livelihood means. 
· To strengthen coalition and build alliance with diverse groups working globally on this issue

· To develop appropriate and effective collective strategies to address these issues
· To explore how to use International human rights framework to address these issues. 

To organize activities under this sub theme please contact Priiti Darooka at pdarooka@pwescr.org
Gender Based Violence

Gender-based violence is a major human rights, social and public health problem throughout the world. Gender-based violence refers to all forms of violence that happen to women and men because of the unequal power relations between them. Gender-based violence in most cases is systematically directed at women, because women have less power and status in most parts of the world due to the prevalence and history of patriarchal societies, making women generally more vulnerable to acts of violence. 
The overall goal of the perpetrator of GBV is to control and dominate. GBV usually involves a pattern of abuse. This is particularly true when the perpetrator knows the victim, which has been documented to be true in the majority of the cases of GBV.
Prolonged exposure to violence tends to normalise it; for example in post-conflict situations Gender Based Violence often continues as a means to discharge tensions. Stopping the impunity of GBV is crucial to stop the cycle of violence and it is crucial for the healing process.
Gender Based Violence takes many forms ranging from domestic violence to violence in the workplace and violence in post-conflict zones. In the Democratic Republic of Congo sexual violence has been a weapon during the conflict up to 2003 and in current post-conflict situations violence against women by community members and police or still present military forces is still common. 
One of the main obstacles to both preventing and punishing Gender Based Violence is the high degree of stigmatisation of the victims, who then become reluctant to raise the issue with the authorities or even with their families out of fear for repercussions due to the stigmatization. In Central and Latin-America the issue of ‘Femicide’ is brought forward: violence against women which culminates into murder. In many countries domestic violence is a major but hidden problem, which receives insufficient attention from the state and private actors.
During the World Social Forum in 2007, women and men present at the gender equity seminars decided to give follow up on the issue of widespread impunity especially for violent crimes against women. The need for awareness raising, networking and information sharing on gender based violence was also stressed. During Skype-meetings and D-group discussions with the WSF-gender equity group, GBV has been identified as one of the three main themes by NGOs and individuals from different countries to be put on the agenda at the WSF. 
Objectives of the workshop:
· To exchange information and experiences with regard to approaches applied in GBV-programs between partner organisations to learn from each other.
· To exchange lessons learned and challenges1 with regard to working against GBV and/or impunity.
· To raise awareness of the international framework with regard to GBV such as UN-resolution 1820 (2008) and the uses of CEDAW in addressing GBV.
· Increase networking between women’s and gender organizations, especially in relation to GBV.
Margreet Mook from ICCO is coordinating activities under this sub theme. You can reach Margreet at margreet.mook@icco.nl
Culture, Religion and Fundamentalisms

In a period of sensitivities and political correctness, cultural defensiveness prevails as a condition that undermines the universality of human rights, particularly those of a woman. In India, for example, preference for a son results in anything from foetal or female infanticide to neglect of the girl child over her brother in terms of essential needs such as nutrition, health care and education. Women’s rights are non-negotiable. However, one of the biggest obstacles human rights face in terms of implementation, particularly in context of gender, is cultural relativism. The conflict arises when universal rights of women are claimed to be in conflict with what are seen as religious or cultural obligations. This objection is subsumed in the larger question of whether ‘international’ organisations and / or communities are fit to ‘judge’ or ‘criticise’ cultural or religious practices and that this judgementalism smacks of a neo-imperialist agenda in the hope of making inroads into policy-making in the formerly colonised communities. As a result, any arguments pertaining to the violation of the woman’s ‘human rights’ are viewed as an unwarranted external intervention. Religious practices and culture become the private spheres that we cannot touch or see but only respect and protect. This view is further supported by the claim that to interfere with cultural and religious practices is tantamount to interfering with the freedom of religion and the right to cultural practice, both in terms of the individual’s right and the group right. Culture and religion become the closets where governments put everything that they don’t want to discuss. 

In some countries, the State ensures that women and men have equal rights to access the land, with the exception of the indigenous communities where the land is distributed according to traditional uses. This policy of non-interference with the customs of indigenous populations is resulting in a harmful practice that is impeding women’s access to land resources and livelihood, thereby condemning them to a life of poverty. 
A further issue of critical concern which arises within this theme is the question of communal violence and interethnic conflict and the different sites in which this manifests itself. First and foremost, the violence and conflict manifest themselves mostly in the form of violence against a woman or a group of women of the warring factions, whereby their bodies become the battleground and they are raped, mutilated or their wombs taken out as a measure to violate and limit their capacities as mothers and morally upright women within the community. The second manifestation of this conflict takes root in inter-faith marriages where willing partners to such marriages are persistently harassed either by the communities or other organizations ‘policing’ this alleged act of impurity. In these instances, both men and the women who are parties to the marriage are either kidnapped, forced to divorce each other or abandon their spouses, failing which they are killed and often made an example of to ensure others do not have the courage to take similar steps.
One of the key areas of intervention that have been clearly identified by women advocates is in the area of culture and cultural rights. Women feel that culture shapes all aspects of their lives and women all over the world face oppression in the name of culture and religion. Human rights advocates however, have stayed shy of both religion and culture given the murky waters they represent and the increasingly fundamentalist manifestations that have sprung in the name of culture and religion today. There is a need to develop conceptual frameworks as well as practical strategies to address these concerns in a fruitful manner that enables gender equality to be more visibly instituted in these systems and also to further gender equity overall. 

Some questions to explore are:

· What kind of obstacles do groups working on women’s rights face in context of religion and culture? How are they working through these barriers?

· How can we develop strategies to move the conversation from a position of protecting religion, customs, beliefs and practices to a conversation co-opting the human rights framework to ensures women’s rights are non negotiable?
· If the main obstacle is cultural imperialism, as alleged, is there a way to work through the customs and religious practices from within communities to inculcate greater ownership of values and help secure a sustained commitment to equality between the sexes and the abolition of harmful and degrading practices?

· What can we learn from individual experiences of various countries to help alleviate certain harmful and discriminatory practices, i.e. from India, Kenya, etc.

Puja Kapai, a human rights lawyer from Hong Kong is coordinating this subtheme. You can reach her at puja@hku.hk
Women’s Open Forum: 

An Open Forum for women around the world to connect and share mutual work to foster collaborations. There would be cultural presentations at this Forum too. The space could be used to also develop some collective action plan. Please send us your ideas, suggestions and inputs regarding how best to utilize this space to advance women’s rights. Priiti Darooka at pdarooka@pwescr.org is coordinating this event. This event will be one of the events we will organize in the large human rights tent which has the capacity of 300. 
Belem Expanded: enlarging participation in the WSF 2009 http://openfsm.net/projects/club-belemexpanded
The Belem Expanded for WSF 2009 will be a virtual territory that is being built to shelter decentralized initiatives and connections with the Amazonian territory. The idea is to enable the participation of entities that can not be present in Belem, promoting the exchange of experiences, the construction of convergence and strengthening of alliances.

Not all of would get to go to Belem, Brazil to attend WSF 2009. However, we should try to be part of WSF by participating in Belem Expanded—organize online activities, events in our own country and link them to events in Belem using internet tools (as  text and audio chats or video conferences), or using other communication technologies (as radio transmissions, letters and others).
Activities under Belem Expanded will also have visibility on Belem expanded website. There will be no registration costs for these activities yet these will be considered as WSF activity and the organization/movement will be considered part of the WSF movement. 
Activities under Belem Expanded for Struggles for Gender Equity are coordinated by Kristinne Sanz. Kristinne work for Gender and Disaster Network in South Africa and can be reached at kristinne.sanz@unn.ac.uk.

These are only a few ideas about what the caucus could do and we welcome any kind of proposal / suggestion which would help us to reach our aims. Please do send us your inputs. 
In Solidarity,

Priiti Darooka

PWESCR

pdarooka@pwescr.org
