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Sl ow but sure progress for wonen

Hi sham Har un

WHEN si gns of the econom c crisis manifested |ate |ast year, the
Governnent continued to support the RVbO million fund that hel ps non-
governnent al organi sations involved i n wonen's devel opnent progranmes.

VWhen t he econony continued to deteriorate this year, one expected a cut
inthis allocation, but it didn't happen. The | atest budget saw the
Gover nnment pl edgi ng another RVbO million for public and private training
institutions and wonen's organi sations to conduct industrial-skills and
t echnol ogy-trai ni ng progranmes.

This is considered as one of the best news for Ml aysian wonen. It is an
i ndi cati on of the Governnment's support of wonen and its recognition of
their contribution to socio-econoni ¢ devel oprent.

Al'so, it reflects the Governnent's trust in NGO and its awareness of
their activities. Naturally, wonmen's groups are happy with the "generous
fund".

Yet anot her piece of good news is related to another fund. The Tabung
Ehsan Wanita, initiated by Wanita Umo head Datuk Dr Siti Zaharah Sul ai nan
in March, is specifically for wonmen. It has now been turned into a unit
trust, the Amanah Saham Wanita, or Asnita.

Asnita, launched by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad in
May, recently announced an ei ght per cent dividend.

More on fundi ng. Amanah | khtiar Ml aysia, an NGO, is offering mcro-
credit loans to poor single nothers who want to support thensel ves and
their families through business or other incone-generating activities.

The Rural Devel opment Mnistry is supporting this NGO and M ni ster Datuk
Annuar Musa said it has conmitted RVb00, 000 to Al M

This schenme is tinmely as single nothers forma sizeable part of the
popul ati on. An estinmated 630,500 single nothers head 16.6 per cent of
famlies.

For battered wonen, another m | estone was achi eved. Wth the enforcenent
of the Donestic Violence Act in June 1996, nore wonmen are now aware of
their rights.

The National Unity and Soci al Devel opment Mnistry reported 852 cases of
vi ol ence, of which 502 have been sol ved.

In Syariah issues, a uniformtext was recently drawn for use nati onw de.
Early | ast year, wonen's groups cane out with a nmenorandum calling for
reformof the Islamc famly | aw and efficient and uni form adm ni stration

of the Syariah system

They said problens faced by wonen have been unresolved for far too | ong.
As a result, nothers are subject to unfair treatnent.

An exanpl e woul d be the case of a father who has custody of a child. A
mother's visitation rights froma court in a State amounts to naught if
the father goes on a holiday to another State where the order is not
ef fective.

Mnister inthe Prine Mnister's Departnent Datuk Abdul Ham d O hman
said the text was prepared by the the Mal aysi an |slam ¢ Devel opnent
Department and Perak's Sultan Azl an Shah as the Ruler's representative.

The cabinet will reviewit before it is taken to the Rulers' conference
early next year for their consent.

However, there could be a danper to this. State Governments have a
choi ce whether or not to accept the standardi sed version of Syariah | aw

"W will not use force as we believe in introducing things gradually.



|'msure States which are hesitant to introduce the lawwill do so after
ot her States have inplenented it," Ham d said.

I ndeed, while there are positive signs that point towards nore just and
equal treatnent for wonmen, they are slowin com ng

For exanpl e, take the Guardianship of Infants Act 1961. Wnen's groups
started campai gning for amendnments to the Act, deemed discrimnnatory
t owar ds wonen, since the 1960s.

Until today, however, only a father can apply for his children's
passport, identity cards and school registration. This situation poses
problens for the nother, especially when the father is sometines nowhere
to be found.

Only now, three decades later, will the amendnents, to give wonmen equa
parental rights and thus make them | egal guardi ans of their children, be
tabled in Parlianent.

National Unity and Social Devel opnment M nister Datin Paduka Zal eha
Ismail calls this nove "tinely", in view of the | arge nunber of women who
are joint breadwinners in the famly and the crucial roles they play in
bringing up their children

To hel p wonen advance in sports, the National Unity and Socia
Devel opnent M nistry, through its Wnen's Affairs Department, is working
with the Winen's Sports And Fitness Foundation and the National Archives
to set up a database of Mal aysi an wonen who have excelled in this area

The dat abase seeks to inspire other wonen and with the hope that nore
worren wil | succeed in sports.

Meanwhil e, the All Wnen's Action Society has called on the private and
public sector to formulate a clear policy against sexual harassnent in the
wor kpl ace.

Its manager of canpai gns and admi ni stration, Zaitun Mhanmed Kassim said
the policy was vital to define sexual harassnent and to take steps to
elinmnate it.

She said | ess than one per cent of conpanies had a clear policy on
sexual harassment. The society | aunched a video to educate and rai se
publ i c awar eness about sexual harassnent.

Anot her inspirational situation for wonen involves Aida Melly, who was
seeki ng a di vorce because her husband was all egedly beating her. After
bei ng asked by her Syariah | awer to "get a reconciliation with her
husband”, she took things into her own hands by representing herself.

However, it could be a while before she gets her divorce. After the
| ower Syariah court granted her the divorce, her husband went to a hi gher
court to appeal against the decision.

She has counter-appealed. It may take |l onger for her to settle this
problembut this is an enlightening story of enpowernent, one that could
hel p other wonen in simlar situations.

Al inall, it was a slow and arduous process for wonen to change things
for thensel ves and society. The road to fairness, often peppered with
discrimnation, is long, but it appears that Ml aysi an wonen are naki ng
sone headway, slowy but surely.

( END)



	Slow but sure progress for women (NST 31/12/1998)

