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Setting things right for wonen

Sof i anni Subki

THREE years ago, at the ninth Organisation of the Islam c Conference (O Q)
Sunmit held in Qatar, Fatimah Hasheni Rafsanjani approached Mal aysi an
Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad with an idea

As Ml aysia was the next country to host the OC, the daughter of Iran's
former president, Hashem Rafsanjani, requested that wonen's issues be
incorporated in OC s next agenda. Dr Mahathir prom sed to look into it.

She was gratified that he kept his word and the inaugural First Ladies
Di al ogue took place last week, in conjunction with the 10th O C Sunmit
2003 held in Kuala Lunpur.

"The problens of Mislim wonen nust be solved by Mislim wonen
t hensel ves," said Fatimah, who was in town to attend the dial ogue. "This
is why Islamc countries nust neet up. It's also inportant that wonmen be
given a separate forum to discuss issues; our problens are different from
men's. "

Led by Malaysia's First Lady Datuk Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Ali, the dial ogue
saw participation of first ladies from four countries - Pakistan, Gabon,
Sudan and Turkey. Wves of ministers and officials fromother QC
countries |like Uganda, Sri Lanka, Benin, Mzanbique and Cote D ivoire took
part too.

In her keynote address, Dr Siti Hasmah highlighted the bleak situation
in many O C countries today. Conpared to devel oping countries, the people
of O C menber states have a shorter |ife expectancy, nore undernourished
children and higher maternal and infant nortality rates.

They are behind the rest of the world in terns of scientific and
technol ogi cal capabilities. Many are ravaged by war, violence and
terrorism Many are al so characterised by mal e-donmi nated societies in
whi ch wonen are prevented fromtaking an active role in society.

She added that the survival of O C nenber states depends on whether they
are able to find dramatically different ways of doing things. This
includes putting an end to conflict, pronoting gender equality and naking
the radical change of applying ICT and computer technology to industry,
enterprise and government.

In addition, mlitary budgets mnmust be reduced so that noney is spent on
education instead. This is crucial if the Muslimworld wants to get ahead
in the field of science and technol ogy.

Prior to the keynote address, Datuk Seri Shahrizat Jalil, Mnister of
Wrren and Fanily Devel opnment gave a speech in which she said the tine has
cone for first |adies, being wonen of great influence, to speak out
agai nst the destruction and devastation of war

"This meeting provides an opportunity for first ladies of OC countries
to deliberate on the subject of peace and devel opnent, two issues which
are inportant for all wonmen of the world, especially Mislimwonen, in
facing the challenges of a globalised world."

Once all those in attendance broke up into groups, this was exactly what
they did. Across the designated tables, introductions were nade and views
were exchanged. To help get the ball rolling, 10 resource persons were on
hand to broach certain issues that the Mnistry of Wnen and Fanmily
Devel opment had identified as relevant and necessary.

One of them was Datuk Professor N k Safiah Karim who tal ked about
woren's participation in the community. She, along with other Ml aysian
wonen seated at her table, shared their thoughts on a w de range of issues



with representatives from Brunei and Paki st an

"On wonen's rights, we agreed that it all boils down to education,” said
Ni k Safiah. "Education is necessary for wonmen to achieve their rightfu
place in society. W also tal ked about the lack of participation of wonen
in politics as well as wong interpretations of |slamc teachings that
have given wonen | ess rights."

Dat uk Dr Norraesah Mohamed, another resource person, spoke on
eradi cating poverty and econom c developrment. Sitting with representatives
from Gabon, Turkey and Cote D Ivoire, she said that their discussion
covered the different levels of poverty in OC countries

"One way of eradicating poverty is to get wonmen involved in economc
activities. Also, education is the equaliser; it is the bridge between a
| ow econom ¢ status and a nuch hi gher one.™

Fol | owi ng the hour-1ong dial ogue, 10 resol utions were drawn up and
adopted. Anmong them were for O C nenber states to institute public
policies and institutional support for wonmen. Enphasis on education and
wonen's health was also called for. Prevention and control of H V/ Al DS was
anot her inportant step towards securing peace.

Describing the resolutions as useful, the First Lady of Sudan, Wdad
Babi kar QOrer, said the First Ladies Dialogue was a conmendable effort as
it worked towards inproving wonen's status in Islamc nations. "Now that
the war (in lraqg) is over, one of the pressing issues in Sudan is wonen
and education," she said.

Sehba Musharraf, the first lady of Pakistan, said that Islamis a
religion that believes in famly values and wonen are the |inchpin of
every famly. By |ooking after wonen, as well as pronoting and hel pi ng
them out, the nation as a whol e inproves.

"Wnen are a marginalised comunity, even in our part of the world.

hope that sone initiatives will be inplenmented; this is essential.”

The First Lady of Gabon, Edith Lucie Bongo, expressed hope that the
resolutions drawn up at the First Ladies Dialogue will be seriously
considered by the main committee of AOC.

"I hope solidarity among the O C nenber states will strengthen over
time. More will acconplished if nore work is done and | ess energy, tine
and noney wasted. | also hope to see wonen, which make up half of the

worl d's popul ation, have their rightful place in society."
* The witer can be contacted at sofianni @stp.com ny
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