Women’s activism in political processes



[bookmark: _GoBack]Women play a critical role in political processes across the world. The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women identifies with women such as those who have recently stood up for their rights and participation in political processes in Belarus, and also in the peaceful global protests against racism. Women’s voices are not marginal but central, hence their bold role in activism for environmental rights, social inclusion and public equal participation. Women’s political protest is a strong and vital symbol of their solidarity and active role as agents of progress and development at the national, regional and global levels. Women in Belarus formed the “Women in White movement” initiating a march of several thousand in Minsk on 29 August to challenge the results of the presidential elections. Women have also shown incredible personal courage, including 73-year-old Nina Bahinskaya who fought fiercely against law enforcement officials who tried to block her from waving a Belarusian national white-red-white flag during the protests. 

It is widely recognized that the recent fight for democracy in Belarus has a female face. Women are among some 6,700 protesters arrested by Belarusian police in the last few weeks. Belarusian journalist Alena Scharbinskaya was arrested and reportedly beaten inside the Minsk detention center. Lilija Vlasava, member of the Belarusian Coordination Council's Presidium, was arrested on 31 August.

The CEDAW Committee supports women’s democratic voices and peaceful political participation. It therefore expresses its concern regarding recent developments in Belarus and reported instances of sexual and gender-based violence, including threats of sexual assault, against women human rights defenders and women political activists. 

The Committee reaffirms the obligation of any State to desist from assaults against peaceful protesters, including their unlawful detention and imprisonment. It also recalls that under the relevant international standards, including General Comment No. 37 (2020) of the Human Rights Committee on the right to peaceful assembly, States have a duty to provide those incarcerated with free legal aid and medical services, if needed. Family members and legal counsel must be promptly informed about the whereabouts and health condition of those under State arrest, paying particular attention also to the standards provided in CEDAW’s Guidance Note on COVID-19.
 
Gender equality, substantive and de jure, is critical for the societies of all States parties to the Convention. However, lack of political will precludes women in Belarus and elsewhere from enjoying equality with men. States have a duty to eliminate direct and indirect discrimination against women, enact legislation that criminalizes gender-based violence, ensure women’s access to justice as well as a functioning independent national human rights institution, as emphasized during CEDAW’s constructive dialogue with Belarus and in the Committee’s related concluding observations of2016. 

CEDAW expresses its concern regarding possible cases of reprisals and intimidation against women’s non-governmental organizations which advocate for the implementation of the Convention. This is especially relevant in light of recent evidence of police crackdowns on civil society and individual protesters in Belarus and elsewhere. The CEDAW Committee stresses that credible allegations of excessive and unlawful use of force in the context of protests must be promptly, thoroughly and impartially investigated and those responsible must be held to account.

The CEDAW Committee believes that a free, democratic, participatory and inclusive election process that fully respects women’s rights and is free from flaws or coercion is crucial in any country. The Committee underlines that equal participation of women and men in political and public life and decision-making are matters of human rights and at the center of the commitments of Members States enshrined in the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Committee stresses the importance of ensuring gender parity, equal participation and full involvement of women at all levels of post-crisis decision-making and in strategies for achieving sustained recovery and development.
			



