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Iraq’s Female Face — NCCI Op-Ed 15 Nov-2011

In August, Google commemorated the 88" birthday of the well known Iragi poetess Nazik al-
Malaika. In September, the Sean McBride International Peace Award 2011 was granted to the
human rights activist Hanaa Edwar. Both Iragi women are described as brave pioneers. In
October, the media reported the assassination attempt on the life of Member of Parliament
(MP) Maha al-Douri from the Sadrist Party al-Ahrar. In July, MP Ms. Ashwaq al-Jaf caused a
controversy by putting forward and later withdrawing a statement on sexual abuse committed
at female juvenile rehabilitation centers. In October, more controversy followed the
advancement of the name of Mrs. Itab al-Douri, a female MP, as a possible candidate to take
over the Ministry of Defense.

Less coverage has been devoted to long-term questions regarding women’s rights, such as
the lack of jurisdiction given to the State Ministry for Women’s Affairs.

Iraq acceded to the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women in 1986 with reservations. In 2011, the Iraqgi Parliament passed a law to cancel Irag’'s
reservations[i] on the Convention. However, accession and cancelation of a reservation has far
from opened all doors for women. Women are largely in parliament because of article 47 of the
Iragi Constitution, which states: “The elections law aims to achieve a percentage of women
representation not less than one-quarter of the members of the Council of Representatives.”
However, the 25% acquired by women in the parliament did not force al-Maliki’'s government to
include a single woman in a senior cabinet position upon forming his government late 2010.
Indeed, the only woman currently present in the cabinet is the State Minister for Women
Affairs, a minister with no portfolio.

The Female Representation in the Current Iragi Government

The number of female ministers in the cabinet has been decreasing steadily in each round of
government formation since the 2003 US-led invasion. The interim government of 2005 had six
female ministers. Today’'s has only one female minister, despite objections by various female
MPs.

The one remaining female minister, Dr. Ibtihal Qased is in theory given responsibility over
women’s affairs — a huge and important file in Iraq given the estimations by international
organizations that 1 in 10 Iraqi households is headed by a woman(ii], yet she is a minister with
no portfolio. In her own words, the State Ministry of Women Affairs “has no jurisdiction over the
directorate of women’s welfare or increasing funds allocated to widows”. The Minister, a Ph.D.
holder in Arabic Language and author of several books, summarized by saying “the Ministry is
no more than an executive-consultation bureau with a limited budget and no jurisdiction on
implementing resolutions or activities”. Her predecessor resigned for much the same reasons:
lack of jurisdiction and insufficient budget.

Some blame the political parties for the decreasing power of women in the Iragi Cabinet,
confirming these parties have so far failed to fully understand women'’s rights outside the
traditional views. Others blame women who are in positions to make a difference, yet don'’t.
Indeed it has been noted by the Iraqi civil society that female parliamentarians fully defend the
stances of the Parties they belong to, but do not equally fight for women’s rights, except for the
one occasion of asking for senior positions for women in al-Maliki's Cabinet.
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Political Stances and Female MPs

Upon the attempt on her life in October, MP Maha al-Douri confirmed having received earlier
threats to frighten her to back-off from her political positions. For its part, the Sadrist Party
accused US troops of the attempt on al-Douri’s life. A month earlier al-Douri had called for
arresting and prosecuting the officers who were in charge of protecting al-Nakhib area, a
Sunni-dominated Iraqi region where gunmen hijacked a bus and killed 22 Shiite pilgrims.
Before that, she described the controversial Mubarak Port as an American port, being built as
part of a US conspiracy against the Iraqgi people.

Despite the importance of al-Douri’s strong positions in politics, they fully represent those of
her Party. The same was also voiced by her male counterparts in parliament as well as by
others from other blocs]iii], making no difference when it was said by a female MP.

Another female MP, Ms. Ashwaq al-Jaf from the Kurdistani Coalition verbally attacked the
Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs for ignoring or neglecting crimes of rape and sexual
assaults to which girls at orphanages and juvenile rehabilitation centers were subjected. A
week later, she backed off from her own statement, denied having any clues that rape was
committed at orphanages, and went as far as accusing the media of misquoting her. Al-Jaf
said she was going to file a law suit against the media which she claimed used her statement
for political reasons to defame the government. Some of the girls at those mentioned
rehabilitation centers said they were going to file a law suit against al-Jaf, as those allegations
came as an insult.

Valid accusation or not, backing off from these statements on a topic of particular sensitivity to
treatment of women in Iraqg to defend the reputation of the government suggested yet again the
prioritization of party politics over raising awareness about particular women’s issues by a
female parliamentarian.

According to al-Arabiya, female MPs are being described as “the Hawks of the Parliament” for
taking the lead on several sensitive and critical files, including interrogating the Elections
Commission. But leading females in the civil society say otherwise as they see that female
MPs only represent their blocs, and not women’s rights in Irag. As Sondos Abas Hassan, Head
of the Women Leadership Institute wrote last year, “most female MPs repeat the rhetoric of the
leaders of their blocs, regardless whether or not these speeches are against what women aim
to achieve.” She clarified that the parties’ leaderships dominate all members in general,
women in particular, and they do not engage women in vital decision making.

A Female MP for a Defense Minister?

Even more recently, MP Itab al-Douri of al-Iragiya List voiced confidence that Prime Minister
Nuri al-Maliki would approve of her assuming the responsibility of the Ministry of Defense, if al-
Iragiya nominated her. She also called on the leaders of al-Iragiya to nominate her as
candidate for the Ministry of Defense, as she has the “professionalism, capacity and capability”
of running such Ministry.

However, some military leaders warned against such move, particularly because she is a
women, pointing out this post has been filled by men for over 80 years.

Independent MP Ms. Safia al-Suhail called on both al-Iragiya to nominate al-Douri and on PM
al-Maliki to appoint her. Al-Suhail said the female bloc in the parliament continues to demand
more sovereign posts for women in the government, indicating that it is a breach of
“democracy” to keep women out of the cabinet.
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Representatives of the rival National Coalition on the other hand have stated that they have no
objections to having a woman nominated as Minister of Defense, but rightfully so, she has to
be fully independent, have the necessary capacity to manage the security file and emerge from
inside the institution. Certainly neither the first nor the last condition apply to al-Douri.

Others suggested that pushing al-Douri’'s name to the front was only a political maneuver by
al-lragiya List in regard to this particular issue, especially since al-Maliki has rejected several
nominations made by al-lragiya for the post. Al-Maliki’'s State of Law Coalition considered that
the issue as a whole was merely a move to pressure al-Maliki to finally take a decision and
appoint a minister. If indeed al-lragiya List nominated a woman for the post just to manipulate
the issue and score against the Prime Minister, the Head of the Women Leadership Institute
has had every right to warn against using women issues to “exchange messages among
political parties”.

A United Female Front Needed

Hanaa Edwar recently made headlines because of her nomination to receive the Sean
McBride International Peace Award 2011. Previous media headlines in June 2011 read
“Human Rights Activist Hanaa Edwar Embarrassed al-Maliki” at the UN Human Rights
Conference. Immediately following his speech at the Conference held in Iraq, Edwar called on
al-Maliki to apologize for describing activists who demonstrate in al-Tahriri Square as
“terrorists” and release the four protestors who were detained by the Iraqi security services
while they were protesting against corruption in the square. The only response was escorting
Ms. Edwar out of the conference room.

Edwar is not only a human rights defender, but also a women'’s rights advocate. She has been
very active in fighting illiteracy among women, leading awareness raising campaigns on the
legal rights of women, and calling for equality between the sexes

The award given to Ms. Edwar signifies the belief in all Iragi women as a moving force capable
of making a difference both in the Iragi society in general and Iragi women’s rights in
particular.

Like Ms. Edwar, there are many female activists on the front line, demanding change,
advocating for equity and equality and defending women'’s rights. However, real leverage and
progress will only emerge with the support of women within the political process.

[i] http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/reservations-country.htm

[ii] IOM-Iraq Special Report on Female-Headed Households

[iii] http://en.aswataliraq.info/Defaultl.aspx?page=article _page&id=142813&I=1
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