
 
WOMEN====S HUMAN RIGHTS 

Human Rights Developments 
Fifty years after the Universal Declaration on Human Rights promised respect for human rights to all people, women=s human rights activists have forced 
governments to acknowledge the pervasive nature of violations of women=s rights and their own duty to stop them.  Despite the unprecedented visibility 
of the women=s rights movement and governments= articulation of policies supporting women=s rights, many governments failed to reform laws that 
overtly discriminated against women and practices that denied women=s  rights.  Women=s rights advocates countered these failings with activism. 

 There were some milestones in 1998 that reflected women=s struggle to bring human rights protections to bear in their own lives.  In 1998 the 
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda convicted Jean-Paul Akayesu of sexual violence in Rwanda=s 1994 genocide, showing that there can be justice 
for women raped in conflict.  In three African countries, Nigeria, Uganda, and Malawi, women=s rights activists pushed their governments to prove their 
commitment to women=s rights by granting women property and inheritance rights.  In Mexico, women workers successfully petitioned a body established 
by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) to recognize and remedy workplace sex discrimination.  In these and other cases, change occurred 
as a direct consequence of  women=s activism:  its  development locally and  strength internationally. 

Yet in 1998 women still saw their ability to enjoy basic human rights challenged at every turn.  Governments both proclaimed their commitment to 
women=s rights and pursued policies that undermined them.  At least fourteen countries that have sworn to combat sex discrimination by ratifying the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of  Discrimination Against Women continued to deny women full citizenshipCAlgeria, the Bahamas, Cyprus, 
Egypt, Fiji, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Malaysia, Maldives,  
Morocco, Republic of Korea, Turkey, and  
 
 
TunisiaCand reserved the right to do so when they ratified.  Other governments openly challenged the notion that universal human rights extend to 
women.  Taliban authorities in Afghanistan, for example, confined women to their homes, cut off their access to education and health care, and beat them 
on the streets.  

Progress in 1998 resulted directly from increasing visibility and strength of the international women=s rights movement during the decade.  Years 
ago women=s rights activists in communities around the world began challenging the notion that human rights protections did not apply to the violence 
and discrimination in their lives.  Women embraced the universality of human rights as a guarantee of respect for their dignity and the equality that, as 
human beings, they, too, should enjoy.  Women=s rights activists captured the attention of the international community at the 1993 U.N. World Conference 
on Human Rights and won recognition that women=s rights are human rights.  At the 1995 U.N. Conference on Women in Beijing, governments agreed that 
respect for women=s rights must be the cornerstone of efforts to improve women=s political, economic, and social status.  Despite this change in the 
rhetorical climate, in 1998 women were frustrated in their efforts to make the structures of government live up to the Universal Declaration.  
Implementation of women=s rights remained slow and inconsistent, reflecting the unwillingness of international actors to change the structures that 
accommodate and encourage daily abuses of women=s rights.   

Even the claim on human rights protections that women did assert remained tenuous.  Universality was under siege in 1998 when it came to 
extending human rights protections to women.  Governments did little to remedy violence and discrimination against women, two significant indicators of 
women=s secondary status in societies around the world.   Governments in countries such as Pakistan, Russia, and Peru did little to counter high levels 
of violence against women and failed to remove the barriers that block women victims= access to justice and needed services.  The fact of impunity for 
violence against women in peacetime only reinforced the longstanding problem of impunity for such acts in times of conflict or civil unrest.  Ethnic 
Chinese women in Indonesia saw their reports of rape during and after May 1998 riots denied by government officials.  In Algeria, authorities used 
reports of violence against women by armed extremists to discredit these groups but did little for women survivors of kidnapping and rape.  Many 
governments refused to recognize, let alone remedy, discriminatory laws and practices that have cemented women=s inequality.  Morocco and Guatemala, 
among others, did not repeal legislation that robs women of their right to make basic decisions about their livesCwhom to marry, whether to have 
children, when to work outside the home, and whether to seek divorce.  

Signs of progress recorded in 1998 thus remained isolated incidents rather than indices of meaningful change.  For example, the single conviction 
for sexual violence in Rwanda set a precedent but changed little for thousands of women awaiting justice from ad hoc U.N. tribunals in Rwanda and 
Bosnia.  The slow progress of governments in responding to violence against women was tragically evident in Indonesia.  Rather than setting up a 
credible investigation to determine what happened and guaranteeing the security of rape victims who came forward, the government denied not only its 
own involvement but also that  rapes had occurred. 

Gains for women=s rights occurred in an isolated fashion in part because they came primarily where the cost was least; that is, women=s rights 
were respected only when no competing interests dictated otherwise.  Governments and other international actors showed their willingness to abandon 
women=s rights when other pressures came to bear.  This was particularly evident in 1998 with the economic downturn in parts of Asia and Eastern 
Europe. In countries facing economic crises, women workers were forced out of the workforce or, in some instances, tracked into low-skill, low-paying 
jobs.  Adverse socioeconomic conditions in many regions also increased the likelihood that women and girls would be lured into forced prostitution, 
involuntary marriage, or other forms of forced labor.  In Russia and other countries of the former Soviet Union, for example, women were barred from 
job opportunities simply because of their sex.  The lack of local opportunities enhanced the appeal of even dubious job offers from other countries. 

Governments also acted inconsistently to ensure accountability for violence against women in conflict or refugee situations.  For example, 
governments turned in a mixed record in the Rome negotiations to establish an international criminal court, on the one hand specifying that crimes 
against women be handled by the court and, on the other, limiting the power of the prosecutor to hold perpetrators accountable.  Moreover, the 
precedents of the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda did not translate into international condemnation of sexual violence against women in other conflicts 
such as in Sierra Leone, where women reported being raped and sexually assaulted as civil war raged, or in Tanzania, where refugee women seeking 
shelter instead experienced high rates of assault. 

The following section provides an overview of the state of women=s human rights in 1998.  Our investigations and monitoring during the year showed 
that violence and discrimination against women as committed and tolerated by the states remained the norm in countries in which we worked.  Reports 



from activists and press in other countries confirmed the pattern of abuse of women=s rights and underscored the need for urgent attention to and 
remedy of the problems. 
 

Violence Against Women 
In 1998 violence against women remained one of the most intractable violations of women=s human rights.  In various forms it persisted in times of peace 
as well as in times of conflict.  The perpetrators were as likely to be private actors as public officials.  Women were beaten in their homes by 
intimate partners; raped and otherwise sexually assaulted during times of internal conflict by soldiers; sexually assaulted by law enforcement personnel 
while in their custody; raped in refugee camps by other refugees, local police, or the military; and targeted for sexual violence based on their low 
social status.   

Several years of work by women=s human rights movements produced gains in government actions to deter violence against women in a handful of 
countries in 1998.  For example, Taiwan=s legislature considered a bill that would fully criminalize rape and sexual abuse.  Currently, rape is not 
automatically considered a criminal offense, and the state does not bring criminal charges in every rape case.  Although the criminal code makes rape 
illegal, the state will not proceed with the investigation of a rape case without the consent of the victim, many of whom settle for monetary 
compensation out of court rather than press criminal charges.  The bill would remove the option of an out-of-court settlement and would require the 
police automatically to file criminal charges in any rape or sexual abuse case that comes to their attention.  In another step forward, Egypt=s Supreme 
Administration Court upheld a governmental ban on the genital cutting of girls and women in late December 1997.  The 1996 governmental ban had been 
challenged by conservatives who claimed that genital cutting was a legitimate religious and cultural practice with which the state should not interfere. 
 The government began public education programs in early 1998 about the health risks of genital cutting and announced its intent to impose penalties on 
doctors, midwives, and barbers who violated the ban.  

Nevertheless, many government actions in response to violence against women were inadequate.  Human Rights Watch investigations revealed that, 
while some governments focused legislative attention on domestic and sexual violence, such reform was undermined by structural barriers to women=s 
meaningful access to legal redress and protection from further violence.  Domestic violence victims faced nearly insurmountable obstacles when 
attempting to report assault.  In countries from Bosnia to Peru, South Africa to Russia, authorities treated domestic violence as a lesser offense 
because it took place between intimate partners, and discouraged women from reporting assaults. Women in different countries told Human Rights Watch 
that, instead of helping victims to file complaints, police routinely accused them of being bad spouses, implying that their behavior somehow warranted 
the abuse.  In Peru, for example, domestic violence victims reported that police peppered them with questions about what they Ahad done@ to their 
husbands to provoke a physical attack.  In post-conflict Bosnia, we found that, routinely, police flatly refused to intervene in domestic violence 
disputes. 

Sexual violence victims faced some of the same obstacles, including acute bias in the legal system.  Human Rights Watch monitored four 
countriesCPeru, Russia, South Africa, and PakistanCwhere women victims of sexual violence undergo a forensic exam in order to gather evidence 
supporting their rape claims.  These exams are essential to the case=s proceeding successfully through the legal system.  However, these forensic exams, 
while required by law, were rarely conducted in a way to gather complete and compelling evidence of sexual assault.  In Pakistan, for example, the 
forensic exam concentrated almost exclusively on determining the state of the victim=s hymenCa trend reported in other countries as well.  Elsewhere, 
as in South Africa, forensic doctors were poorly trained and did not complete exams that were consistent with victims= injuries.    

Governments were also remiss in preventing and condemning other forms of violence against women, such as violence in conflict and post-
conflict situations and violence in state custody.  Internal civil strife often provided the context in which women were targeted for sexual assault, as 
well as one of the reasons they fled their homelands for refugees camps, where they again were targets of sexual violence.  

In 1998 Human Rights Watch investigated private actor violence against women in India and Indonesia; wartime violence and post-conflict abuse in 
Algeria, Bosnia, Sierra Leone, and Tanzania; and custodial abuse in the United States. 
 
Violence by private actors 
De jure discrimination, as well as customary practices, often kept women in a subordinate status in their communities.  This unequal status made them 
targets for sexual and domestic violence.  The failure of judicial systems to investigate thoroughly and condemn acts of domestic and sexual violence 
against women further diminished and entrenched women=s second-class status through impunity.   

In 1997 Human Rights Watch conducted a series of investigations into the state=s response to violence against women in Pakistan, Peru, Russia, and 
South Africa, where we found that women=s complaints of domestic and sexual violence were often met with legal indifference and procedural and 
attitudinal obstacles.  A year later, little had changed.  

More often than not, it was government agents, in the form of local police, who were the first and most persistent obstacle to justice for rape 
and domestic violence complaints.  Our work in different countries showed that police exercised undue and arbitrary authority regarding the types of 
complaints they accepted, and actively discouraged women from filing complaintsCa pattern reported by women=s advocates in other countries.  For 
example, in Peru police routinely refused to process victims= complaints, conducted shoddy investigations, failed to offer victims protective orders, 
failed to remove violent men from the home, and blamed victims for the violence. 

On International Women=s Day, March 8, Pakistan=s Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif reaffirmed his government=s commitment to women=s human rights yet 
failed to back this up with progress toward preventing widespread violence against women.  Pakistani police still failed to investigate an alarming and 
fatal form of violence against women: bride burning.  An August 1998 report on bride burning by the nongovernmental Progressive Women=s Association 
(PWA) found that the government=s response to this common type of violence against women remained negligent.  PWA found that Pakistani women, 
particularly young brides, were still being burned in Aaccidental fires,@ usually from stoves and most often set by their husbands or in-laws.  The Human 
Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) reported that in 1997 in the Lahore newspapers alone, reports of stove burnings averaged more than four a week; 
three of every four (75 percent) women victims of stove burnings died.  

The pattern of bias against domestic violence victims extended to the judiciary in the countries we researched. Women victims of domestic violence 
who were able to persuade the police to accept their cases for investigation were later hampered by judicial systems that valued family unity over the 
safety of women victims of domestic violence.  For example, in Peru judges often referred married domestic violence victims and their batterers to 



counseling before charges could be laid against the accused, with the alleged batterer remaining in the home.  
Rape victims in these countries fared just as poorly.  They faced many of the same obstacles as victims of domestic violence.  Police acted as 

gatekeepers and allowed their own stereotypes and biases about women=s behavior or dress to jeopardize the investigation of cases.  Often, women=s 
complaints were met by disbelief and disregard for their privacy and security.  Police  skepticism toward rape cases compromised official 
investigations, effectively denying women=s equality under the law.  In one rape case documented by Human Rights Watch in Russia, police gave the 
defendant the victim=s address and notified him that she had reported a rape.  In Russia, in the rare instances when police did register reports, victims 
were subject to intrusions into their privacy during the course of the investigation, including psychological exams and interviews with the victims= 
friends and family. 

Forensic doctors were another obstacle to justice for sexual violence in countries including Peru, South Africa, and Pakistan.  According to the 
South African Department of Justice, the country has one of the highest rates of reported rape in the world.  There was a rise from 105.3 per 100,000 
in 1994 to 119.5 per 100,000 in 1996.  District surgeons, those responsible for performing forensic exams on sexual assault victims, were often poorly 
trained in the collection of evidence in rape cases, reluctant to appear in court to affirm their findings, or unavailable for the timely examination of 
rape victims, and they unfairly vetted and prejudged victims, choosing to do thorough examinations only on those whom they deemed likely to be persuasive 
in court.  In fact, a parliamentary subcommittee identified district surgeons as being among the biggest stumbling blocks to the successful prosecution 
and conviction of rapists.  The South African government did begin to address this problem and released procedural guidelines for the treatment of 
sexual violence victims in 1998Cguidelines aimed at health care professionals, prosecutors of rape, social welfare agencies, and others. Activists 
expressed hope that government officials would ensure that these far-reaching guidelines would be widely distributed and implemented. 

Women=s second-class status rendered them vulnerable to rape by intimate partners at home and by strangers on the street.  In many countries, 
sexual violence against women carried no real probability of punishment or penalty, sending the message that these types of crimes were of no 
importance to the state.  This acceptance of sexual violence against women was reflected and magnified elsewhere in times of national or regional 
unrest or civil strife, when women were targeted for rape as a continuation of the impunity for rape and sexual violence during times of peace.  Sexual 
violence was perpetrated against women in times of conflict as a deliberate political policy of warring factions.  

Whether civil unrest was directed at those groups believed to be financially better off or not a trusted part of the social fabricCas was the 
case of the violence directed at Indonesia=s ethnic ChineseCor at those perceived as vastly inferior and challenging the social hierarchyCas was the 
case of violence directed at lower castes in IndiaCthe women of these distinct groups suffered the same fate: sexual assault.    

In Indonesia, frustration about the economic crisis and political authoritarianism devolved into widespread civil unrest that ultimately removed 
President Soeharto from power.  Just as much of the violence and looting were directed at the ethnic Chinese population, so were ethnic Chinese women 
reportedly singled out for rape and sexual assault.  

The allegations of rape were turned into a political football rather than investigated seriously.  Indonesian authorities used the rape allegations 
to further impugn the reputation of ethnic Chinese.  Then they used the allegations to call into question the credibility of nongovernmental 
organizations.  The Indonesian government=s skepticism was based in part on the fact that no victims had come forward to the police.  However, 
nongovernmental organizations working with rape victims noted that many were too ashamed to come forward, had fled the country, or were afraid of 
reporting the rape  as police were widely believed to have been involved in the riots and the rapes themselves. 

As of this writing and largely thanks to the efforts of Indonesian women=s advocates, President Habibie had appointed a fact-finding commission 
to investigate the violence.  Meanwhile, women=s rights advocates continued to work with rape survivors, providing counseling, monitoring the 
government=s response, and gathering evidence on the rape charges. 

In some instances, socially determined characteristics such as caste affiliation rendered women more vulnerable to rape.  In India, despite 
protective legislation, attacks against members of the lower castes continued to go unpunished.  Sexual abuse and other forms of violence by high-caste 
men against lower-caste women have historically been a means of maintaining socio-economic divisions in India.  Upper-caste men, landlords, and the 
police have physically and sexually abused Dalit (Auntouchable@) women to suppress movements to demand payment of minimum wages, settle sharecropping 
disputes, or reclaim lost land.  Cases of such abuse were documented by Human Rights Watch in 1998.  (See section on India.)   

Dalit women were targeted on the basis of both their sex and their caste.  They are thought to be available for sexual abuse, and their occupations 
in agriculture or as prostitutes put them in frequent contact with men who can rape them with impunity.  While women all over India found the criminal 
justice system unsympathetic to sexual assault, Dalit women also confronted officials who were hostile to their low caste status. 
 
Wartime violence and post-conflict abuse 
Historically, women have been targeted for sexual violence during times of conflictCboth civil and international.  Soldiers raped and otherwise sexually 
abused women from the opposing side as a method of war; in this sense rape functioned to demoralize and punish the enemy.  Another contributing factor 
to women=s being targeted for sexual violence during times of conflict was the socialized attitudes that men held about women:  women (like other 
objects) were spoils of war and therefore sexually available to them in times of conflict.  Moreover, soldiers did not fear being punished for engaging 
in sexual violence toward a part of the civilian population that, even in times of peace, held an unequal or diminished status vis-à-vis men.  

For example, women in Sierra Leone were victims of sexual violence during the armed conflict which intensified between February and June 1998 
when the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) and the United Revolutionary Front (RUF), an armed rebel coalition that was opposed to President 
Ahmed Tejan Kabbah=s government, increased attacks against civilians.  The attacks included rape and enslavement of women and girls for sex and labor 
by the AFRC/RUF rebels. 

In Algeria, armed Islamist factions, nominally headed by the Armed Islamic Group, a secretive coalition of Islamist militants and armed groups known 
as the GIA, have made attacks against women an integral part of a campaign against a secularist government that canceled legislative elections in 
1992.  In 1998, the GIA continued to engage in a punitive campaign against those whom they perceived as having turned their back on Islam by failing to 
join in the holy war against the Algerian state.  Within this context, the GIA abducted and sexually assaulted women, considering them spoils of war.  
The GIA intimidated, raped, mutilated, and killed women for opposing their views, for defying their rules (regarding dress, work, and education), and for 
being married to Ainfidels@ (members of government security forces).   

In conflict situations women are among the first to become internal or international refugees.  With refugee families living under debilitating 



financial and social stress, the incidence of domestic violence risks escalation.  Moreover, female refugees face an increased risk of sexual violence by 
other refugees, because of close living quarters, poor security, or the existence of combatants among the civilians.    

Ethnic conflict in Africa=s Great Lakes Region precipitated massive internal and external displacement of people during 1998. Conflict in Burundi, 
Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (formerly Zaire) precipitated a massive exodus of people into Tanzanian refugee camps, where women 
refugees faced domestic violence in their homes and sexual violence in the camps and in areas around the camps. Burundian women, for example, were 
raped by other refugees, Tanzanians from nearby communities, and police officers.  Additionally, according to refugee women representatives in the 
camps, almost every married Burundian refugee woman had experienced domestic violence since becoming a refugee. 

Often the host countries for refugee women and the agencies that operated refugees camps were wholly ill-equipped to investigate and respond 
to incidents of domestic and sexual violence against refugee women.  Our research found that the Tanzanian government=s and international humanitarian 
agencies= representatives, in responding to the refugee crisis in Tanzania, failed to investigate and punish instances of sexual and domestic violence, 
creating an atmosphere of impunity.  The office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) failed to implement existing policy 
guidelines on preventing sexual violence against refugee women.  UNHCR field staff in Tanzania did not follow up to ensure that cases were properly 
tried in court and that women had access to legal redress.  Moreover, some UNHCR staff did not view domestic violence as a crime.  Consequently, they 
referred victims of domestic violence and their batterers to counseling rather than to the judicial system.  At the time of this writing, UNHCR had no 
policy guidelines on responding to and preventing domestic violence against refugee women.  

Lack of justice for victims of sexual and domestic violence in Tanzanian camps was further compounded by deficiencies in a dual legal system 
operating in the camps:  the traditional Burundian and the Tanzanian criminal justice systems.  The Burundian system was composed of male refugee 
leaders, who had no legal training and limited enforcement powers.  Even for serious assault cases, they could impose only a minuscule fine. Many 
Tanzanian government officials did not view domestic violence as a crime and were reluctant to refer cases to court.  They often offered counseling 
services that focused on reconciling the two parties, ignoring the victims= need for justice.  

Resolution of conflict did not always bring an end to violence against women. Women in Bosnia, for example, reported that demobilized soldiers 
manifested their frustration with reintegration into civilian life through domestic violence.  Because post-conflict societies such as Bosnia and Rwanda 
were rebuilding their countries in almost every way, including the economic and judicial systems, often violence against women was either ignored or 
relegated to low-priority status compared with other pressing problems. Thus in Bosnia, human rights reports from the Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) all year contained cases of violence committed against female returnees throughout the country.  Women were targeted for 
evictions, physical assault, and rape throughout the Federation of Bosnia-Hercegovina and Republika Srpska.  One officer of the International Police Task 
Force observed to Human Rights Watch that women were disproportionately targeted for ethnic violence because they were considered Asofter targets,@ 
that is, much less likely to fight or be able to defend themselves. 

As in the refugee camps in Tanzania, domestic violence in Bosnia increased dramatically after the war.  According to experts participating in an 
OSCE conference on women=s rights in Bosnia, police still treated domestic violence as Aa private family matter@ and refused to intervene.  Although 
reforms proposed to the Bosnian criminal code and criminal procedure code explicitly criminalized domestic violence, local activists feared that the law 
would not effectively protect women without extensive training for police and law enforcement officials.  
 
Custodial violence 
Women who suffered sexual and other physical abuse in custody at the hands of government agents were perhaps the most invisible and the most 
vulnerable, as their abusers held positions of authority and public trust.  Governments as diverse as the United States and India repeatedly turned a blind 
eye to the abuses that those acting under cover of authority were committing. In India, attacks on Dalit women during massacres, police raids, and caste 
clashes were on the rise in 1998.  As untouchables, Dalit women constituted the majority of prostitutes and landless workers and thus came into 
frequent contact with law enforcement officials.  In Tamil Nadu, for example, women were the primary targets during a February 26 police raid on Dalit 
villages in the aftermath of clashes between Dalit and middle-caste communities.  Police also engaged in instances of Ahostage-taking@ wherein women 
were arrested and tortured as a means of punishing their absconding male relatives and forcing them to surrender.  
 

In the United States, sexual and other abuse of women in custody continued to be a serious problem for women incarcerated in local jails, state 
and federal prisons, and immigration detention centers.  Moreover, in many instances, no adequate and transparent mechanisms existed through which 
victims of assault could safely and confidentially report abuse and seek an investigation without fear of significant retaliation. A January 1998 
Department of Justice=s Bureau of Justice Statistics report showed that more than 78,000 women were incarcerated in federal and state prisons, an 
increase of 6.1 percent over the previous year, compared with an increase of 4.7 percent for men. Women in custody faced abuse at the hands of prison 
guards, most of whom were men, who subjected the women to verbal harassment, unwarranted visual surveillance, abusive pat frisks, and sexual assault.  
Fifteen U.S. states do not have criminal laws prohibiting sexual abuse of women in prison.  Moreover, Human Rights Watch found that in most states, 
guards were not trained about their duty to refrain from sexual contact with prisoners.  

The vulnerability of women prisoners to sexual abuse and the failure of prison officials to intervene effectively was demonstrated in a civil suit 
filed by three women incarcerated in the Federal Corrections Institution in Dublin, California, which was settled in March 1998.  The women plaintiffs had 
been placed in punitive segregation in the men=s detention center, where guards allegedly allowed male inmates into their cells at night to assault 
them sexually.  When the women filed complaints, all three were beaten and raped, allegedly by guards, in apparent retaliation.  As part of a landmark 
settlement, the Federal Bureau of Prisons agreed to refrain from housing any women inmates in the men=s detention center, to create a confidential 
mechanism for reporting sexual assault, and to review the staff training program for prison guards.    

In Michigan state, women incarcerated in state prisons continued to report sexual abuse and retaliatory behavior by guards against women who 
reported the abuse.  In particular, women who were plaintiffs in the civil rights suit jointly litigated by private lawyers and the Department of Justice 
reported severe retaliation by prison guards.  Despite the litigation and reports of sexual abuse and retaliation, Michigan claimed that it had a Azero 
tolerance@ policy toward sexual abuse and denied that the women had suffered retaliation because of their participation in the suit. 

In direct contravention of international prohibitions against detention of asylum seekers absent compelling circumstances, the U.S. continued 
routinely to detain asylum seekers in Immigration and Naturalization Service detention facilities, prisons, and local jails pending the outcome of their 



asylum proceedings.  Non-criminal asylum seekers detained in local jails and prisons were placed with the general inmate population, a violation of the 
United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners.  In this context, women asylum seekers were subjected to the same abuses that 
Human Rights Watch documented in state prisons, including privacy violations, abusive pat frisks, and sexual assaults.  
 

Discrimination 
In 1998 discriminatory practices, tolerated and even encouraged by states, continued unabated around the globe.  Despite commitments made under the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and Anational platforms for action@ to implement the 1995 Fourth 
World Conference on Women Platform for Action adopted in Beijing, many states continued to enforce discriminatory laws and to tolerate discriminatory 
practices under customary law.   

Although international attention focused largely on the repressive policies enforced by Afghanistan=s Taliban, serious and systematic discrimination 
persisted in many regions.  For example, Guatemala=s civil code denied women the right to administer marital property, allowed husbands to prevent their 
wives from working outside the home, and limited women=s exercise of guardianship over children.  A 1994 challenge to these laws by María Eugenia 
Morales de Sierra, represented by the Center for Justice and International Law, was finally accepted for review on March 6, 1998 by the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights.  At the time of this writing, the commission had yet to issue a decision on the merits of the case. 

In Pakistan, concern about escalating discrimination against women increased with the election of Muhammad Rafiq Tarar as president in January 
1998.  While serving as a judge, President Tarar called a rape victim a liar and openly opposed laws giving women the right to divorce and seek custody 
of their children.  Women=s rights activists feared that Tarar=s election was indicative of a more conservative mood in the country, likely to have 
negative consequences for women=s rights in Pakistan.  In a move that seemed to confirm these fears, the prime minister introduced a constitutional 
amendment in August that would replace British common law with religious laws based on the Koran and Sunnat.  Local activists feared that absent a 
specific guarantee of women=s equality, the amendment would be used to justify a rollback in women=s rights.  As of this writing, the amendment was 
still being debated. 

On a more positive note, a new Ugandan law passed in July granted women equal say in decisions about family property.  The new land law 
recognizes women=s right to own property and forbids one spouse from dispensing of property unilaterally. And, in India, the Mumbai (Bombay) high court 
in August 1998 recognized women=s equal right to the marital home when it restrained a man from entering or claiming his family home after he was 
found guilty of abusing his wife and children. Women activists hailed the ruling as a significant departure from past practice in which women separated 
from husbands were expelled from the marital home, regardless of circumstances. 
 
State-sponsored discrimination 
In many countries, statutory restrictions curtailed women=s freedom of movement, prevented women from inheriting property, limited their ability to 
divorce, restricted their access to education, and barred them from the workplace.  Guarantees of equal protection under law, due process, and equal 
rights and equal opportunities for all citizens did not protect women from discrimination.  In many cases, this discrimination was encouraged and 
enforced by state actors.   

Despite constitutional guarantees of equality, the Moroccan family code continued to subject women to discriminatory treatment in 1998.  Under the 
family law, women=s autonomy remained subject to male guardianship and authority.  Discriminatory laws governing the dissolution of marriage, for 
example, severely restricted women=s access to divorce, even in cases of domestic violence.  Magistrates= hostility to divorce proceedings initiated by 
women severely curtailed women=s ability to exercise their rights under law.  Battered women filing for divorce lived in fear of retaliation without hope 
of state intervention or prevention of further violence.   

The opposition=s victory in November 1997 elections and the new government=s pledge to address the plight of Moroccan women raised hopes among 
activists for a more egalitarian reform of the family code.  At this writing, however, the new government had taken no significant steps to eliminate 
discrimination against women in law or in practice.   

Perhaps the year=s most glaring attacks on women=s human rights were seen in Afghanistan, where the Taliban stripped women of their rights to 
work, travel, and attend school.  The Taliban further barred women from obtaining health care unless they were accompanied by a male family member, the 
treating doctor was a woman, and the medical facility maintained segregated services for women.  These policies drastically limited women=s access to 
health care even in emergency situations with deadly results; for example, women turned away from doctors and clinics died from obstetric 
complications.  Throughout 1998, the Taliban countered any attempts to protect women=s basic rights with more restrictive policies.  In June, for example, 
 the Taliban closed down scores of home schools for both girls and boys.  Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) providing relief for Afghans tried with 
little success to protect their ability to deliver food, health care, and education to women as well as men and to hire local female staff.   

In a disturbing development, Afghan women refugees in Pakistan providing services to Afghans inside Afghanistan and in refugee camps and 
working to monitor and expose violations of women=s rights received threats from Taliban representatives directing them to cease their activities and 
return to Afghanistan.   

In Iran, despite women=s increasing visibility in public life and open discussions of women=s rights, the government continued to enforce 
discriminatory civil and criminal laws that subordinate women=s status in Iranian society and restrict their personal freedom.  In addition, new laws 
drastically restricted the scope of public debate on women=s rights and threatened women=s access to adequate health care, while activists were 
subject to intimidation and arbitrary arrest. 

In August 1998, the Iranian Islamic Consultative Assembly, or Majles, attempted to silence the proponents of women=s human rights by amending the 
press law to prohibit discussion of Aissues that entail opposition between men and women by defending their rights outside the framework of the 
Shari=a.@  On June 30, the Iranian government arrested Hojatoleslam Mohsen Saeid-Zadeh, an outspoken women=s rights advocate who questioned the 
religious legitimacy of state imposition of the Shari=a.  At this writing, no charges had been filed (see section on Iran.) 

Restrictions on women=s access to employment also continued in 1998.  The government of Bangladesh imposed a total ban on women traveling 
abroad to work as housemaids and nurses.  Authorities passed the discriminatory act in response to growing reports of abuse of Bangladeshi women 
working abroad.  Women=s rights organizations protested the ban as an inadequate and inappropriate state response to the problem.  Rather than address 
the abuse through education, warnings, and diplomatic relations, the government instead curtailed the rights of women to travel and to seek employment.  



Rwandan women faced discriminatory inheritance laws.  After the devastating genocide that left more than half a million people dead, many widows 
were unable to return to their property because of discriminatory customary laws denying them the right to inherit from their husbands.  Government 
initiatives to reform the law crawled through the legislative process; as of November 1998, the draft law was stalled in parliament.  Some women whose 
husbands were arrested and imprisoned for the genocide were forced off their property.  Many refugee women returning to Rwanda from Burundi and 
Tanzania found their homes occupied.  No legal recourse was available to them. 

In a few cases, women=s activism bore fruit, if belatedly.  Nigerian women=s rights organizations celebrated a landmark court decision in February 
1998 which invalidated the customary practice of denying inheritance rights to widows.  Caroline Mojekwu challenged her uncle-in-law for denying her 
the right to inherit her late husband=s estate.  The decision, after thirty-nine years of legal wrangling, was seen as a victory for women=s human rights 
in the region.  Some activists questioned whether the decision was enforceable in rural areas of Nigeria, but many viewed it as a first step in 
eliminating discriminatory customary and religious practices harmful to women. 

Meanwhile, women continued to suffer under Pakistan=s discriminatory Hudood Ordinances.  These penal laws, which criminalize adultery but not 
domestic violence, remained a stark example of the gender bias built into the legal system.  One well-publicized case involved Kanwar Ahson and Riffat 
Afridi, a man and woman from two different ethnic groups who chose to marry without their families= consent.  The Afridi family initially charged Ahson 
with kidnapping, which both he and Ms. Afridi denied.  The family then charged the couple with adultery, a crime under the Hudood Ordinances.  Ms. 
Afridi=s elders sentenced her to death for dishonoring her family.  Ahson was arrested and charged with adultery, then later critically wounded by a 
group of his wife=s kinsmen, including her father and brother.  Afridi turned herself in to the police to face charges of illicit sex.  After Ahsan was 
acquitted of the charges,  the couple sought asylum abroad. 

In Turkey, Women and Family Affairs Minister Isilay Saygin provoked the fury of women=s human rights organizations internationally when she 
defended the practice of virginity exams for young women.  After five girls who were forced by the director of their state foster home to go through 
the exams attempted suicide, the minister stated, AIf girls commit suicide because of the virginity tests, they would have committed suicide anyway.  It is 
not that important.@  Women=s groups immediately demanded Saygin=s resignation.  Saygin refused to resign and claimed that she had been 
Amisunderstood.@ 
 
State-tolerated discrimination 
Elsewhere, states continued to tolerate discrimination against women by private actors, failing to live up to the commitment to Aend all forms of 
discrimination@ mandated in CEDAW.  Instead, states turned a blind eye to evidence of discrimination or actively encouraged such discrimination.   

Sex discrimination had a particularly egregious impact on women displaced by war. Bosnian women, for example, faced discrimination in the 
reconstruction period.  Micro-credit programs aimed at women provided significantly smaller loan amounts, in some cases only one-third of the amount, 
offered to male entrepreneurs under similar programs.  Women found themselves ghettoized in training programs developed to prepare them for gender-
stereotyped, low-paying occupations, including secretarial positions and hairdressing.  According to a World Bank official in Republika Srpska, public 
works jobs went solely to male applicants.  The World Bank and USAID insisted that their programs included women as beneficiaries, but in general, 
these and other aid agencies failed to maintain reliable statistics on women=s participation in employment, training, and loan programs.  Women remained 
the vast majority of the displaced, eking out an existence and served by disproportionately limited programs.  Many displaced women found themselves 
stuck in collective centers where deplorable conditions, poverty, hopelessness, and health concerns plagued all of the occupants.  Many hoped to return 
home but feared reprisals (see section on Bosnia-Hercegovina). 

In other instances, employers= discrimination against women based on their reproductive capacityCpractices tolerated by many 
governmentsCundermined women=s attempts to participate fully in the labor market.  The assumption that women would become pregnant, and therefore 
were a Abad investment,@ perpetuated de facto discrimination.  The Mexican government, for example, continued to allow transnational corporations to 
discriminate against women in the export processing (maquiladora) sector there.  Human Rights Watch research in 1997 and 1998 found that women 
applying for work as assemblers were required to reveal their pregnancy status as a condition for employment.  Women were required to undergo 
pregnancy testing through analysis of urine samples, revelation of birth control use, the provision of information regarding sexual activity, and by 
submitting to abdominal examinations.  Those found to be pregnant were not hired.   

Factories also discriminated against women after they were hired.  Some maquiladoras required women workers to submit urine samples for 
pregnancy analysis after they had been hired as a condition for maintaining their employment.  Moreover, factories practiced more invasive types of 
pregnancy checks, such as requiring women workers to prove that they were still menstruating, and therefore not pregnant, by showing factory medical 
personnel their used sanitary napkins. 

The government of Mexico did nothing to remedy hiring-process sex discrimination and  made only token gestures to condemn and investigate on-
the-job pregnancy discrimination, failures that violated Mexico=s domestic labor law and its international human rights obligations.  In fact, the 
government argued that pregnancy testing in the hiring process was permissible under Mexican law.  With regard to on-the-job pregnancy 
discrimination, the government=s sole  remedial effort was to reiterate that such practices are illegal in Mexico. 

In the face of Mexican refusal to enforce its own domestic laws, human rights organizations sought redress through the North American Agreement 
on Labor Cooperation, commonly referred to as the labor rights side agreement of the North American Free Trade Agreement, (NAFTA).  Human Rights 
Watch, the International Labor Rights Fund, and the National Association of Democratic Lawyers (Asociación Nacional de Abogados Democráticos) submitted 
a petition against Mexico to the United States National Administrative Office (U.S. NAO, the body charged with hearing cases of alleged violations by 
Canada or Mexico of the labor rights side agreement) that charged unremedied sex discrimination.   

In January 1998 the U.S. NAO found that Mexico=s constitution and labor code prohibit discrimination based on sex; pre-employment pregnancy testing 
did occur in Mexico; there were contradictory interpretations of Mexico=s law regarding the illegality of this practice; and while on-the-job 
pregnancy-based sex discrimination was clearly illegal under Mexican labor law, greater efforts needed to be made toward awareness programs for 
women workers.  This was the first case heard by the U.S. NAO that dealt explicitly with the right to gender equality in the workforce. 

Discrimination against women in labor markets in their own countries only increased the likelihood that women and girls would be trafficked into 
forced labor abroad.  Unable to find work at home, women from virtually every region of the globe accepted seemingly lucrative opportunities to work 
as domestic servants, dancers, waitresses, or sex workers abroad.  Others accepted apparently legitimate offers of marriage, only to find themselves 



caught in situations of battery and extreme cruelty, forced labor, and sexual abuse.  Young girls tricked into migrating or sold by their families to 
traffickers found themselves trapped in brothels or sweatshops, unable to return home.  The United States government estimated that one to two million 
women and girls were being trafficked annually around the world for the purposes of forced labor, forced prostitution, servile domestic labor, or 
involuntary marriage. 

Women trafficked into forced labor experienced human rights abuses such as debt bondage, slave-like conditions, illegal confinement, enforced 
isolation, wage withholding, deprivation of identity documents, rape, and sexual and other physical abuse.  Trafficked women=s status as illegal migrants 
and their complete isolation left them at risk for exploitation by traffickers.  Women interviewed by Human Rights Watch in several countries expressed 
reluctance to approach police or state officials, fearing traffickers= reprisals against themselves or their families, imprisonment and prosecution for 
illegal entry or employment by the state, and deportation.  In many countries, women forced into prostitution feared even greater penalties for 
engaging in an illegal occupation.  While many officials in countries such as Thailand, India and Israel considered the arrest and deportation of the 
women and girls a form of  Arescue,@ this impression did not reflect the reality of the experience.  For trafficked Burmese women detained in Thai 
prisons, for example, Arescue@ meant potential rape by police and the possibility of sale back to the same or another brothel owner. 

Traffickers worldwide operated with near-impunity, as corrupt officials, economic crisis, and states= failure to prosecute this modern form of 
slavery coalesced to guarantee high profits and low risk.  In Cambodia, economic and political crisis led to a surge in domestic trafficking of women 
and girls, as families desperate for money sold their children into the sex trade.  With the spread of HIV and AIDS, the demand for younger and younger 
girls increased.  According to local press reports, traffickers in Phnom Penh commanded prices of up to U.S.$1,000 for a virgin.  Thai NGOs reported 
that corrupt police officers received bribes from brothel owners and free sexual services from the trafficked women as pay-offs to guarantee their 
turning a blind eye.  Such extortion on the part of officials was not uncommon.  In Macau, local press reported that police arrested a police constable 
for allegedly leading a racket which blackmailed women overstaying their visas.   

In policy terms, states focused on trafficking as an issue of illegal migration and prostitution, but crackdowns and criminalization of prostitution 
often led to incarceration and further abuse of the trafficked women.  Due to corruption among officials and police, enhanced enforcement measures 
led to higher bribes by traffickers resulting in higher debts for the women and girls.  When arrests were made, it was the women, not the traffickers, 
who were detained.  In Israel, for example, the government arrested and deported over 1,000 women back to Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union 
from 1994 through 1998, according to an Israeli women=s NGO.  Law enforcement officials blamed the women themselves for the lack of prosecutions of 
traffickers, despite the complete absence of witness protection for the women.  

Across the globe, women victims of trafficking were by and large unable to bring civil cases for lost wages, violations of civil rights, and 
violations of labor codes against traffickers and others engaged in the buying and selling of human beings.  Few states offered support services such 
as safe shelter, legal aid, psychological assistance, and medical aid.  The Netherlands and Belgium continued to provide funding to women=s organizations 
offering some of these services.  Dutch, Italian, and Belgian legislation provided for stays of deportation while women decided whether or not to 
participate as witnesses in criminal proceedings.  During that period, women received temporary work permits, psychological counseling, shelter, social 
security benefits, and medical care.   

In an effort to set standards for the protection of the human rights of trafficked women, the Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women 
drafted a set of standard minimum rules concerning the treatment of trafficked persons.  These draft rules included the right to freedom from 
persecution or harassment from authorities, access to competent translators during legal proceedings, access to free legal assistance and 
representation, access to legal possibilities of compensation and redress, legal permission to stay in the country of destination if unsafe to return 
home, and protection against reprisals from authorities or perpetrators. 
 

The Role of the International Community 
The recent commitment of the international community to recognize violence against women as a human rights issue, to challenge de jure and de facto 
discrimination against women, and to end impunity for the widespread use of sexual violence in war and armed conflict, faced many challenges in 1998.  
After gaining momentum following the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, the 1994 World Conference on Population and Development in 
Cairo, and the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, the significant progress made by the women=s international human rights movement 
threatened to stall as attacks on women=s human rights persisted in 1998. 

Despite these attacks, the presence and impact of women=s human rights activists contributed substantially in 1998 to strengthening standards 
protecting women=s rights and to ensuring that policy makers felt obliged to acknowledge and even respond to violations of women=s rights.  For 
example, the Treaty of Rome for the creation of a permanent international criminal court (ICC) defines rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced 
pregnancy, and enforced sterilization as war crimes and crimes against humanity.  The same treaty condemns gender-based persecutionCa first.  

As a direct result of the breadth and effectiveness of the women=s human rights movement, countries throughout the world as well as 
intergovernmental organizations and international financial institutions appeared to understand that women=s human rights could no longer be ignored.  
Nonetheless, significant financial resources were not consistently allocated to the advancement of women=s human rights in 1998, nor was redress for 
violations of rights readily available to most women.  However, it was clear that some governments and institutions were beginning to integrate the 
women=s movements= analysis of the interrelatedness of economic development, non-discrimination, and access to justice into both their rhetoric and 
policies, if not always their actions.         
 
United Nations 
From negotiations to create an international criminal court, to slow-moving work to give victims of sexual discrimination the right to seek redress by 
petitioning the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), to the U.N.=s failure to stand firm on women=s rights in 
negotiations with the Taliban, U.N. member states showed their reluctance to deliver on the promise of human rights for women. Even instances of 
progress were hard-won. 

At the June-July diplomatic conference in Rome to create a permanent international criminal court, member states were asked to ensure an end 
to impunity for crimes of gender and sexual violence as a basic principle of the treaty. This straightforward proposition, however, was under siege from 
the beginning as a small group of nations worked with the Holy See to undermine the potential for the ICC effectively to provide justice for victims of 



sexual and gender violence.  Their attack sought to exclude from the treaty a list specifying the crimes of sexual violence that would be covered, 
particularly any reference to the crime of forced pregnancy.  These efforts were rebuffed when governments acted to end the historical failure to 
prosecute crimes of sexual violence, by listing such crimes. 

In the final days of the negotiation, due in large measure to the tireless advocacy of the Women=s Caucus for Gender Justice and the stalwart 
support of Canada, Bosnia, and Australia, three major goals were achieved: rape and other crimes of sexual violence were included in the definition of 
war crimes and crimes against humanity; gender-based persecution was included in the definition of war crimes and crimes against humanity; and the 
term Agender,@ which had been under attack by the Vatican and a group of Arab League countries, was preserved.  Despite widespread usage of the term 
Agender@ by the United Nations for at least fifteen years, the Syrian delegate, speaking on behalf of this group of states, insisted that the concept of 
gender threatened the very existence of civilization by challenging the concept that disparate treatment was not justified based on biological 
differences.  Despite serious flaws in the statute, particularly in limits on jurisdiction and an opt-out provision for war crimes, the treaty 
represented a significant milestone in the struggle to end impunity for crimes of sexual and gender violence. 

The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) provided the venue for another hard- fought struggle, but this time, justice stalled.  Five years after 
governments at the World Conference on Human Rights asked the CSW to adopt an optional protocol that would give victims of sex discrimination the 
right to petition CEDAW, the process again ground to a halt over the negotiations concerning the ability of nongovernmental organizations to bring a 
complaint before CEDAW.  Failure to grant NGOs such standing would put women at risk of reprisal for filing a petition with CEDAW and would 
effectively deny the vast majority of victims of sex discrimination, who have no recourse at the national level, access to CEDAW for redress. 

On a more positive note, history was made when the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) found the former mayor of Taba commune in 
Rwanda, Jean-Paul Akayesu, guilty of nine counts of genocide, crimes against humanity,  and war crimes.  The verdict marked the first time an 
international court punished sexual violence in a civil war and the first time that rape was found to be an act of genocide.  Even this important step 
toward securing accountability for violence against women came only after a protracted struggle.  When Akayesu was first charged in 1996, the twelve 
counts in his indictment did not include sexual violenceCdespite the fact that Human Rights Watch and other rights groups had documented widespread 
rape during the genocide, particularly in the Taba commune.  Under pressure from Rwanda and international rights groups, the Office of the Prosecutor 
amended the charges against Akayesu to include sexual violence in June 1997.  During the Akayesu trial, held intermittently from January 9, 1997 to March 
23, 1998, Rwandan women testified that they had been subjected to repeated rapes by militia in and around the Taba commune office, including in view of 
Akayesu. 

The Akayesu verdict did not necessarily signal a sea-change in ensuring that the ICTR would continue to investigate crimes of sexual violence 
effectively.  By late 1998 the ICTR had indicted a total of thirty-five defendants charged with war crimes, and only two cases (one of which was 
Akayesu=s) involved sexual violence.  This minimal number of indictments for sexual violence highlights weaknesses in the tribunal=s policies and 
practices. 

The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) continued its slow progress toward fulfilling its promise to end impunity for 
rape in war.  Unfortunately, due in part to the international community=s failure to arrest perpetrators indicted for gender-based offenses, the ICTY 
was thwarted in its work.  Of the twenty-seven men publicly indicted for sexual violence by the tribunal, only eight were in custody as this report 
went to press.  

The ICTY also faced serious questions concerning its witness protection program in 1998.  The ICTY did not provide protection for witnesses when 
they needed it most, before and particularly after testifying.  Women refugees feared reprisals if they were sent back to Bosnia after testifying.  To 
date, they had no guarantee of help from the tribunal in their attempts to secure permanent residency status in a safe country.  The situation of 
witnesses in Bosnia was even more precarious. One high-level official at the tribunal conceded that they could not Aensure that the local police can, 
in fact, provide the necessary protections.@  He admitted that intimidation on the ground in Bosnia Aexposed our inability to protect people.@ 

Within the U.N., the work to integrate women=s human rights into the mainstream of the organization and, in particular, the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, continued within the larger context of U.N. reform.  One of the positive steps taken by the secretary-general and U.N. 
High Commissioner for Human Rights Mary Robinson was to focus on integrating women=s human rights throughout the many human rights bodies and 
mechanisms.  At the April meeting of the Commission on Human Rights held in Geneva, an unprecedented session was held to discuss with delegates and 
NGOs how to integrate women=s human rights throughout the U.N. and how to facilitate the sharing of skills and information among various  treaty bodies 
and mechanisms which are learning about women=s human rights.  

Still, the U.N.=s lack of a clear, consistent approach to human rights violations against women was demonstrated by its on-again, off-again 
commitment to promoting women=s basic rights in Afghanistan.  In July, in negotiations with the Taliban to allow aid organizations into the country, the 
U.N. agreed to allow the Taliban veto power over their programs and employees.  Equally upsetting was the U.N.=s May agreement to allow the Taliban to 
let Awomen=s access to health care be gradual.@ 
 
Europe 
Various European institutions took small steps in 1998 to combat violence, inequality, and trafficking of women.  The Organization for the Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) responded to intense pressure from international and European NGOs and named a point person to monitor women=s human 
rights and insure women=s participation in OSCE programs.  The European Union also took measures to combat the human rights abuses associated with 
trafficking of women into forced prostitution.  Faced with growing numbers of trafficked women from the countries of the former Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe, the European Union=s Democracy Programme awarded 200,000 ECU (approximately $168,000) to the Dutch Foundation Against Trafficking 
(STV) in partnership with La Strada-Poland, La Strada-Ukraine, and La Strada-Czech Republic.  These NGOs launched press and lobbying campaigns, 
prevention-education campaigns, and victim support programs throughout the region.  With the assistance of these NGOs, in some cases trafficked women 
who would have otherwise been deported as illegal aliens received special asylum in Europe.  Additionally, European governments committed themselves to 
a wide range of victim support measures in the AHague Ministerial Declaration on European Guidelines for Effective Measures to Prevent and Combat 
Trafficking in Women for the Purpose of Sexual Exploitation@ adopted in April 1997.  Although several European human rights NGOs applauded the 
classification of trafficking as Aa flagrant violation of women=s human rights,@ they criticized governments= failure to live up to the principles 
enunciated in the Hague Declaration. 



The European Union and the Council of Europe did take limited steps to influence specific countries and their human rights policies vis-à-vis 
women.  Individual embassies provided small grants to women=s anti-violence NGOs in Russia.  TACIS, the European Commission=s major funding institution, 
provided a large grant to the Russian Association of Crisis Centers for Women.  However,  the European states did not cooperate to focus on 
discrimination or violence against women, both major areas of concern.  Instead, an ad hoc approach prevailed: there was no comprehensive plan to 
coordinate the efforts of bilateral aid or programs with the broader stated goals of the E.U. 

European efforts in northern Africa also reflected the low priority given to women=s human rights.  In 1998, the E.U. continued as Algeria=s major 
trading partner.  While several European countries expressed alarm about the escalating violence in Algeria, they failed to use their significant 
influence as trading partners to press for an independent investigation on violence against women.  Similarly, although the E.U. allocated a budget of 
U.S.$585 million for Morocco for FY 1996-98, and despite their funding of a few gender-focused projects, the European Union failed to use its influence 
to encourage Morocco to end discrimination against women in law and practice. 
 
World Bank 
In 1998 the bank=s newfound concern for gender remained stalled at the level of rhetoric, with a few exceptions.     Few programs focused on eliminating 
barriers to women=s participation in the economic and social life of their countries.  The bank, which has consistently claimed that all women benefit as 
a direct consequence of bank anti-poverty and development programs, failed to address serious impediments to women=s rights, including discrimination 
and violence against women that limit their ability to participate in and benefit from such programs. 

The bank did mandate that Agender action plans@ be drafted for each region, but women=s rights remained marginal in the bank=s operations.  Many 
of the recommendations in the gender plan for Europe and Central Asia (ECA), drafted in January 1997, highlighted the need for additional 
researchCresearch which at this date of writing, still had  not been undertaken.  The only gender-focused World Bank project underway in that region 
during 1998 focused on child care in Romania.  A review of the Africa gender action plan showed that only five of forty-eight country-specific Agender 
action plans@ included budgets for their implementation. 

The bank implemented a systematic review process for country assistance strategies (CAS), the primary policy documents formulated by bank 
personnel to guide plans for assistance to countries around the world.  But this system often allowed for input by bank experts on women=s rights and 
gender only after the CAS had already been reviewed and approved.  The Gender Anchor Team, the unit responsible for monitoring gender mainstreaming, 
evaluated the CAS documents in time to have a substantive impact only in a fraction of the cases.  Staffed by a core of seven bank employees, the 
gender team had no method for monitoring budgets or outcomes to determine whether the gender policies were ever implemented.  For countries in 
conflict, the bank had no review procedure in place for post-conflict CASs (Awatch@ documents) or planning documents. 

Some regional developments did provide evidence to conclude that the bank was beginning to combine its rhetoric with action.  In Morocco, the 
bank identified difficulty of access to drinking water as one of the major causes for girls= illiteracy: rural girls could not attend school because they 
were responsible for fetching water for the family.  In FY 1997-98, the bank allocated U.S. $10 million for a rural drinking water project.  Of a total 
U.S.$560 million program (FY 1996), $140 million was targeted for Asocial priorities,@ including the education of rural girls.  This program suggested 
that bank programs, well conceived, could address the links between economic and individual human rights for women, but it also revealed how far the 
bank=s thinking still has to go.  A World Bank official admitted that the issue of women=s rights was never raised with the Moroccan authorities, nor 
was that Apart of the Bank=s priorities.@ 

In March 1998 the bank=s chief economist, Joseph Stiglitz, announced that the bank would undertake a policy research report on gender as the basis 
for an integrated institutional mainstreaming of women=s rights issues.  A draft of this report was prepared and circulated to nongovernmental 
organizations.  

This bank report follows others on women=s rights, including a 1994 background paper on violence against women.  Unfortunately, the generation of 
documents seems to have had little or no impact on actual bank policy.  
 
United States 
Some inroads were made in 1998 toward making women=s human rights a feature of U.S. foreign policy.  At a White House event marking International 
Women=s Day, President and Mrs. Clinton, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and Attorney General Janet Reno stressed women=s human rights as a 
domestic and foreign policy priority and announced initiatives to counter violence against women and trafficking in women and girls.  At the same time, 
experience showed that such discrete efforts did not reflect any consistent, guiding policy on women=s human rights.  Rather than making women=s human 
rights Amainstream,@ as promised by President Clinton and Secretary Albright, the U.S. instead allowed women=s rights became the bargaining chip 
whenever other interestsCfrom trade and investment to national securityCcame to bear. 

Perhaps the most significant sign of attention to women=s human rights in U.S. policy in 1998 was the increased visibility and role of the office of 
the senior coordinator for international women=s issues, Theresa Loar.  This office directed attention to women=s human rights where none had existed 
before.  For example, in February Secretary Albright raised with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu the problem of trafficking of Russian women into 
forced prostitution in Israel. Subsequently, a U.S.-Israeli working group formed and police units in Tel Aviv and Haifa opened to offer trafficked women 
protection and assistance.  Similarly, in July U.S. officials pressed Indonesian government representatives to hold accountable the perpetrators of 
sexual violence during and after the May riots. 

Yet on  issues central to the promotion of women=s human rightsCparticularly sex discrimination and violence against womenCthe record was 
mixed.  One of the greatest disappointments came in Rome at the treaty conference to establish an international criminal court (ICC).  The U.S. not only 
did its best to thwart the creation of an independent and effective international criminal court, but also failed to defend the importance of extending 
justice to women victims of war crimes.  As the principle of gender justice came under attack by the small group of Arab League nations working 
closely with the Holy See, the U.S. remained on the sidelines.  Even more disturbing was the U.S. position against a court with an independent and 
effective prosecutorCa stance starkly at odds with stated U.S. support for ending impunity for crimes of sexual and gender violence.  The U.S. opposed 
the creation of an independent prosecutor with the power to initiate investigations based on information from nongovernmental organizations and other 
human rights defenders.  This despite the experiences of the ad hoc tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, which demonstrated the need for an 
independent prosecutor who would have the power to insist, in the face of widespread resistance, on investigating crimes of violence against women in 



armed conflict.  
The lack of a consistent policy on combatting violence against women meant that the issue dropped out of foreign policy unless direct pressure 

was applied.  For example, despite disturbing reports of kidnapping and sexual assault of women by armed extremists in Algeria, the U.S. raised neither 
the violence against women nor the government=s failure to respond to the plight of victims in its dealings with Algerian officials. 

Members of Congress did raise their voices to condemn violence against women in its different forms.  Through hearings and legislation, they 
condemned the rape of ethnic Chinese women in Indonesia and called for a complete investigation of the crimes; called on the administration to 
strengthen the U.S. response to trafficking in women and girls in the U.S. and internationally; and pledged to spotlight and respond to violence and 
discrimination that targets women and men because of their sexual orientation.  In addition, Congress mandated that the U.S. government allocate $1.5 
million for law enforcement training programs on violence against women in Russia in FY 1999.  

When it came to fighting sex discrimination, the U.S. vociferously denounced the extreme system of discrimination being forced upon women in 
Afghanistan by the Taliban but was slow to press for an end to discrimination in other countries where it remained a significant problem.  The U.S., for 
example, was unwilling to take on the issue of sex discrimination perpetrated by U.S. companies operating abroad and condoned by a major trading 
partner, Mexico.  Only after U.S. and Mexican nongovernmental organizations petitioned the U.S. National Administrative Office (U.S. NAO, the office 
charged with hearing complaints against Mexico and Canada under the North American Free Trade Agreement) did the U.S. government turn its attention 
to the widespread pregnancy-based sex discrimination practiced in Mexico=s export processing sector.  After the U.S. NAO found in early 1998 that Human 
Rights Watch=s allegations of sex discrimination were accurate, as a next step in the U.S. NAO process, the U.S. scheduled Secretary of Labor Alexis 
Herman to meet with her Mexican counterpart to seek clarity on Mexico=s obligation and record to enforce labor protections for women.  In late 
October, the U.S. government reached an agreement with Mexico on the terms of the consultations on sex discrimination.  Significantly, the agreement 
failed to make pregnancy-based discrimination in the hiring process an explicit issue for negotiation, despite the fact that this practice remains 
widespread and that the U.S. NAO findings in January 1998 identifies it as a key concern.  Instead, the agreement creates for Mexico, through seminars, 
conferences, and other public meetings, yet another opportunity to avoid responsibility. 

Even on Afghanistan, the U.S. position produced inconsistent results.  Senior U.S. officials averred that the U.S. would not recognize any 
government in Afghanistan until women=s fundamental human rights were respected.  Yet when the United Nations entered a Memorandum of 
Understanding with the Taliban in May 1998 that traded the U.N.=s ability to work in the country for women and girls= access to education and health care, 
the U.S. was silent. 

The U.S. also demonstrated its lack of a consistent and clear policy against sex discrimination by neglecting the fact that in other countries 
women were, for example, rendered minors under the law throughout their lives or denied access to property shared with their husbands.  In Algeria, 
where women=s battle to reform the discriminatory family code continued despite the escalating conflict, the U.S. acknowledged the reform efforts but 
did not press for reform nor offer direct support to women fighting for equality.  Similarly, in Morocco, the U.S. virtually ignored women=s rights in 
its dealings with the government, considered an important bulwark against extremism and a supporter of U.S. policies in the Middle East.  The U.S. did 
support small-scale programs aimed at improving women=s literacy, health services, and economic participation, but none of these addressed women=s 
fundamental inequality under the law. 

Another key measure of the U.S. commitment to women=s human rights, its performance within its own borders, was a disappointment in 1998.  The 
U.S. acknowledged the problem of violence against female prisoners by inviting U. N. Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women Radhika 
Coomaraswamy to investigate human rights abuses against women in custody. The State Department worked with the U.N. and various state governments to 
ensure that she would have access to facilities and a chance to speak with women in custody.  Still, in California=s Valley State Facility for Women, 
where there were allegations of pervasive sexual harassment and complaints of sexual assaults of women placed in special housing units, the special 
rapporteur was not allowed to speak with women in the unit.  In Michigan, the governor withdrew permission for the special rapporteur to tour the 
prisons and speak with women on the eve of her scheduled visit.  This was particularly disturbing in light of continued reports of sexual abuse and 
retaliation against women in the facilities by guards. 

At the same time, despite substantive progress in Congress toward introducing federal legislation to fight sexual abuse of women in prison, the 
Department of Justice resisted the creation of an effective mechanism to track women=s complaints of abuse and to initiate investigations under the 
Civil Rights of Institutionalized Persons Act.  For women in federal prisons, there was some good news: the federal Bureau of Prisons agreed to stop 
housing female prisoners in men=s facilities and to set up an effective grievance procedure that would allow women to report cases of sexual abuse and 
assault without risking retaliation by the named guards. 

Both Congress and the administration allowed the U.S. to enter 1999 without ratifying a key women=s human rights treaty, the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.  The president and the secretary of state had called upon the Senate to act on the treaty, a 
call long ignored by the chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Sen. Jesse Helms, yet the administration took no discernible steps to move the 
political process forward. 

 

Relevant Human Rights Watch reports: 
Russia: Too Little, Too Late: State Response to Violence Against Women, 12/97 
Indonesia C The Damaging Debate on Rapes of Ethnic Chinese Women, 9/98 
Nowhere to Hide: Retaliation Against Women in Michigan StatePrisons, 09/98 

 


