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Introduction
The Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association (EWLA) is a private, non-profit and non-partisan, voluntary organization founded by a group of Ethiopian women lawyers to pursue the legal, economic, social and political rights of Ethiopian women.

EWLA was founded in 1995, immediately following the ratification of the Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. The Constitution enshrines the human rights of all citizens and equality of all citizens and specifically the rights of women, which were often denied in the past. In this respect it has recognized the need for affirmative and remedial measures to redress the legacy of discrimination against Ethiopian women and has incorporated corrective legal principles in particular areas where women were subject to direct discrimination, including citizenship, pension rights and access to land use.

The Constitution is clear about the equality and rights of women. But to ensure its effective implementation, there was a need to increase public awareness of women’s right to equal protection of the law and to make discrimination against women, particularly legally sanctioned discrimination, an issue of public concern. This also required the sensitizing of law enforcement agencies to abandon stereotyped interpretations and applications of the law, the posing of new questions with respect to women’s participation in the governance of the country, and enhancing public and official awareness of the constitutional requirements regarding the equal legal treatment of all Ethiopian citizens.

As defined by its Articles of Association, EWLA has the following specific objectives:


To eliminate all forms of legal and traditionally sanctioned discrimination against women;


To ensure the equal treatment of women and men in education, employment, and access to public services and benefits; and


To advocate for remedial and affirmative measures for women to redress the accumulated consequences of discrimination.

The Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association has been registered as a civic association since 7th June 1995, pursuant to the Ethiopian Civil Code.

EWLA is managed by an elected Board. The Board Secretary is the Executive Directoress.

Membership in the Association is open to women legal professionals. However, associate membership is open to non-legal women and men professionals, who support the principles and objectives of the Association.

From the very beginning, the founders of EWLA were gratified by the support they discovered for these principles and objectives, from the public, international donors and government officials. 
EWLA’s Activities: 

November 1999 - December 2000
Since it’s founding in 1995, the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association (EWLA) has focused on enhancing the political, economic, legal and social rights of women. To achieve its goals, the Association organizes its activities into three principal program areas:  Public Education, Research and Law Reform Advocacy, and Legal Aid Services. 

Advocacy, like charity, ‘begins at home,’ however it can be considerably strengthened through linking and networking with those who share similar problems and concerns abroad. This has encouraged EWLA to broaden its knowledge and insight by studying women’s issues and concerns, and means of addressing them, at both the national and international levels

A generous grant from Swedish International Development Agency for institutional support and advocacy enabled EWLA to expand its capacity and its advocacy for women’s human rights through more effective dissemination of information on the Association’s activities and on human rights. The grant included support to participation of EWLA in regional and international conferences. It enabled EWLA Executive Directoress Meaza Ashenafi to participate in two back-to-back international conferences organized by the UN in New York during 29th May - 9th June 2000. These included the UNICEF-sponsored “First Substantive Session of the Preparatory Committee for the Special Session of the General Assembly in 2001 to Follow-up the World Summit on Children,” (29th May – 2nd June, 2000), followed by the United Nations General Assembly special sessions to review progress made since the Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995), entitled “ Women 2000: Gender Equality, Development and Peace for the Twenty-first Century”, better known as Beijing+5. The transportation costs were supported by SIDA and subsistence costs by Save the Children Sweden and UNDP.

Both conferences were highly beneficial to the participant and to EWLA. The UNICEF conference provided critical information on progress made since the 1990 World Summit on Children, the challenges and constraints faced in implementing the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and on the issues of HIV/AIDS and conflict. It also drew attention to the need for a children’s rights advocacy association to give greater visibility to issues of children’s rights in Ethiopia.

Participation in Beijing+5 was also extremely valuable. The conference brought together over 10,000 women from throughout the world. NGOs and the various UN agencies, programs and funds undertook over 300 activities in and around the UN and in greater New York City. The topics addressed covered a wide range, from micro-credit to violence, sexual health and the right to peace. The UN General Assembly plenary session was the usual formal session where representatives present national statements on the progress made by their countries since the Beijing Conference. The working group sessions conducted serious and sometimes acrimonious debates on such topics as the definition of family and reproductive rights issues. The final document adopted by the General Assembly was reported to be reasonably good, but did not show significant gain on the achievements of the Beijing Platform of Action (the Participant’s reports to Save the Children and UNDP could be accessible). 
Research 
Research and its use as a key support for law reform advocacy, has been a core activity of EWLA from its very beginning. Under this program the Association conducted an inventory of laws that are discriminatory against women, and as such, fail to conform in letter and spirit, to the Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia and to International Conventions to which Ethiopia is a party. Several of the studies so far undertaken, and advocacy organized around their findings, have contributed to the revision of discriminatory legislation, including the Family Law, the Penal Law, the Pension Law, and aspects of the Civil Service Law regulating maternity leave. 

In this respect, EWLA has conducted research on the Ethiopian Family Law of 1960 and needed changes, and submitted its findings to the relevant law reform institutions. Based on its findings, it was engaged in advocacy through a variety of public forums, and eventually saw its principal demands incorporated in the revised Family Law, adopted by Parliament on 4th July 2000. The revised law came into effect with its publication on 9th December 2000. Since publication, EWLA has used it to claim the rights of women and women are more assertive than ever, being aware that they have a better law to protect their rights.

A separate family division has been formed at the level of the Court of First Instance, and decisions are already being made in accordance with the new law. For instance, in a recent matrimonial case in which a woman plaintiff is represented by EWLA, the court ruled that the violent husband should leave the matrimonial home for the wife and children. He was further instructed to provide maintenance until the case is settled. This was impossible prior to the new law and has important implications for the domestic rights of women. 

Two research projects were planned and implemented during the last project year. These were research on the reproductive health rights of women, and research to evaluate the empowering impacts of micro-credit programs.
Research on the Reproductive Health Rights of Women
Based on its Terms of Reference, this study examined three aspects of the reproductive health rights of women. These were the global perspectives that define and form the basis of understanding of reproductive health rights as endorsed by such documents as the ICPD and Beijing Platform of Action; the national policy standards and legislative framework for women’s reproductive health rights, including the right to abortion; and practical problems of implementation of reproductive health rights, particularly with respect to issues of maternal mortality and abortion-related morbidity and mortality. The research also led to various recommendations.

The findings of the research on the reproductive health rights of women were discussed during a two-day workshop conducted to review the draft penal law reform released by the Ministry of Justice. The workshop examined the shortfalls of the draft reform and the participants formulated recommendations in the light of the presentations made by the researchers.
Assessment of progress and constraints of women-focused micro-enterprises in Ethiopia
This research aims at assessing the contributions of micro-credit to the economic empowerment of women. Despite the obvious potential contribution of micro-credit programs to livelihoods, the study seeks to explore the missing link between micro-credit and empowerment. The research is focusing on selected micro-credit projects in Addis Ababa, Southern Nations and Nationalities (SNNP) and Amhara regional states. It will also review the micro-credit policy environment.

This is expected to be the first research to weigh both the strength and weaknesses of micro-credit programs and will provide constructive recommendations to enhance the empowerment capacity of micro-credit programs. The findings will be reported at a national workshop, which is expected to raise interesting debates. The study is supported by SIDA. Publication and the workshop is to be supported by the Consortium. 
Public Education
Training on women’s issues and assertiveness for female students and employees
A key element in enjoyment of rights is being aware of those rights and having the self- confidence to assert them. Those who are unaware of their rights are unlikely to demand them, and Ethiopian women have often been kept unaware of their basic human rights. From the very beginning of life, Ethiopian women are taught to accept taking second place to their male counterparts, and to believe that they have fewer rights and less capacity. To be able to effectively challenge the denial of rights, they need to challenge and reject the self-views of weakness and lack of capacity that constrain them.

This led EWLA to launch a pilot project in August 1999 to enhance awareness of women’s rights and capacities among female students and employees, to build their self-confidence and ability to compete and make them more aware of human rights in general and women’s rights in particular. The project, made possible by a grant of 389,000 Norwegian Kroner, provided by the Royal Norwegian Embassy in Ethiopia, focused on female students in 14 schools and female employees in 12 institutions in the Addis Ababa Administrative Region.

The project had two main components. The first was training on women’s issues and assertiveness for female students and employees through two-day training workshops for 1,680 schoolgirls at 14 selected schools and for 600 female employees at 12 selected institutions. Actual participation of schoolgirls in the workshops was 1,404 or 84 percent of plan. That of female employees was 603 or about 100.5 percent of plan.

The second component of the project focused on tutorial classes for academically weak schoolgirls in 8 selected secondary schools, particularly targeting those having to repeat classes. The project consisted of tutorials every Saturday for girl students with poor classroom performance. Of the nearly 5,000 students targeted in the initial stage of the project, 4,231 students or 85 percent of the total, participated in the program throughout the school year.

EWLA also initiated an educational program aimed at building the self-confidence of working women, familiarizing them with the instruments of women’s human rights and helping them to establish working relationships based on equality with their co-workers. This involves enhancing their awareness of their legal rights, introducing them to the different aspects of women’s human rights at the national and international levels and equipping them with strategies to fend for themselves. EWLA conducted such training programs around women’s issues and building women’s self confidence in 12 government institutions. 

EWLA conducted a stakeholders meeting on 29th July 2000 to assess and evaluate the program. In this forum, the impact of the tutorial classes was highly admired by all the participating institutions. All reported significant improvements in the performance of the repeating female students. The teachers and school principals also reported that the initiation of the tutorials had aroused a great deal of enthusiasm and interest among the students. 

EWLA’s Radio Program on FM Addis 97.1 
In October 2000, EWLA launched a new half hour educational radio program broadcast twice weekly on important women’s issues. The subjects addressed include a general background on the need to give attention to women’s special problems. The program seeks opinions from various groups, interviews scholars to share their experience and promotes dialogue.

Among others, the two-day workshop organized by EWLA on Ethiopia’s new draft penal code was discussed on the radio program. The program also reviewed EWLA’s research on women’s reproductive health rights.

The lawyers that provide free legal service to poor women on behalf of the Association have been interviewed on the program to share their experiences from some of the various cases undertaken under EWLA’s legal aid service. Their comments have been broadcast along with opinions from the audience. 
Publications
Dimtsachen (supported by Oxfam Canada)
Since January 2000, EWLA has produced its bi-monthly magazine, Dimtsachen (Our Voice), in English and Amharic. It provides information on EWLA’s activities and on a range of topical issues of particular interest to women’s rights. Dimtsachen aims to bring to the fore the wide range of issues that affect the rights and well-being of women in Ethiopia, expose the gender bias and discrimination that women suffer, build awareness of these fundamental issues among women and the population at large, and encourage efforts towards realization of the principles of gender equity.

In its first issue (December 1999-January 2000) Dimtsachen drew attention to the basic issues, noting that;
“…it is only when women are accorded equal participation in those public laws and policies that they can ensure their rights to equal participation beginning with equality before the law all the way to playing roles in the decision-making bodies.”
Importantly, Dimstachen is not alone. In September 2000, the Bahir Dar Branch of EWLA published the first issue of its quarterly regional newsletter, Vision in Amharic and English. The Assosa Branch is in the process of publishing an Amharic language magazine. 

Birchi, the annual Journal of the Ethiopian Women’s Association, was published for the first time in Summer 2000 (supported by SIDA). Birchi, an exhortation in Amharic is used as a form of encouragement, with the general meaning of “you can do it…keep up the struggle,” aims to encourage Ethiopian women to do just that, and to do it ever better.
Flyers and posters 
To enhance poor women’s awareness of EWLA, 2000 copies of a flyer introducing the goals and objectives of the Association and updating its visions and objectives, were published in Amharic and English. The fliers were distributed to areas where information on EWLA is not easily available. These include some regional towns, which do not as yet have EWLA offices or committees.

A poster was published on the issue of HIV/AIDS, a growing threat to women in Ethiopia. The poster depicts a pregnant woman shocked by her doctor’s confirmation that she is HIV positive. The poster reads, “It can happen to you too.” The poster addresses the need to send out a message on women as powerless victims, who however, can no longer afford to accept that position. In a situation in which rapidly increasing numbers of housewives are finding that sexual irresponsibility on the part of their male partners can mean a death sentence for themselves, the tradition of submission is no longer acceptable. 
Resource Center
EWLA has launched a resource and documentation center aimed at enhancing access to information on legal and women’s issues for those who need it. Students of the Addis Ababa University, the Civil Service College and Addis Ababa Commercial College as well as Unity College and other private colleges, as well as private researchers are among those making use of the services provided. The Center serves the EWLA staff and members, as well as a daily average of three to four outside visitors seeking information on issues of reproductive health, violence and gender.
Legal Aid Services
From January – December 2000, EWLA’s Legal Aid Service handled 3,917 new cases. Out of these, 1,378 involved matrimonial litigation, of which, 232 were concluded by out of court arbitration. The Legal Aid Service sent 250 cases to court with the necessary preparation and legal paper work. On the spot advice and counseling support was provided to 55 women. Assistance was provided which enabled 83 women to obtain child maintenance support before their cases reached court, mainly in the case of unmarried parents.

The remainder of the cases related to rape, abduction, domestic violence, property inheritance, partition of conjugal property and conflicts arising from employment contracts, etc. and were treated accordingly.

There is ongoing communication with the Regional Branches and Committees, both to provide advice on complicated issues and to handle actual cases. The Regional Branches also send cases to Addis Ababa, if one of the parties is in Addis Ababa. Where one party is in Addis Ababa and the other in the regions, the Legal Aid Service shares the particulars with the regional branch or committee to enable them to contact the parties in order to seek understandings or arrange maintenance.

The Legal Aid office has faced a number of constraints, particularly due to location and lack of adequate office space. The current office is off the main streets and difficult to find, particularly for people who do not know the city well. The Legal Aid office needs to be more accessible and easy to find for those who need it.

Space is itself a serious constraint. Six volunteer lawyers come in weekly to work in the legal aid program. When they come in on other than their usual days, to write court briefs, appeals and related work, they often have no place to sit and may have to do their writing on their knees. There is a recognized need to bring an additional lawyer to represent the Association’s needy clients, but this is constrained, among others, by the lack of office space.

Researchers from the Addis Ababa University (under-graduates and post-graduates), the Civil Service College, Unity College, the Commercial College, the Mass Media Training Institute, and many others come to study our cases. They need to examine large numbers of cases, but are generally constrained by the lack of space.

The clients themselves lack adequate seating. It would be very useful to show them films on health, hygiene, reproductive health rights and HIV/AIDS while they are waiting for assistance, but this has not been possible due to lack of space.1 
EWLA’s Legal Aid Data Base
The EWLA legal aid service is a rapidly growing community service, protecting women’s rights. In order to provide these services more effectively and efficiently and to be better able to assess their impacts, EWLA has created a database in support of its legal aid services.

The database comprises two major categories. The first category consists of client personal information. This enables rapid location of client case files and retrieval of case information, addressing the problem of case file management which had been a major problem and cause of loss of time using manual file management. If the client does not have her card or remember her card number, the system quickly locates her file through her name, address or telephone number.

The second category of data comprises fields relevant to analysis of the legal aid service and enables more organized and professional reporting.The information contained can also provide feedback to assist in determining the impact of the service to the community. The information is categorized according to whether it concerns civil or criminal cases. The civil cases are further categorized as to whether they concern marriage disputes, irregular unions, proving paternity or employment, etc., while criminal cases are organized in sub-categories concerning, for example, rape, abduction, battery, or problems affecting Ethiopian women migrant workers in Arab countries. 

Other major categories relate to income, source of income, marital status, type of marriage (whether by parental arrangement, abduction, rape, or voluntary), and number of children, if any, and level of education, are included to better understand the community being served. The database also includes specific information on the case, whether it has been resolved or is still pending or has not been further pursued by the client.

Task Force on Violence Against Women
EWLA established a Task Force on 6th December 2000 to address the problem of the rising tide of violence against women. The Task Force has planned a series of activities during 20th January and 10th February 2001 culminating in a half-day rally on 10th February to draw public attention to the problem and press for solutions.
Advocacy 
EWLA advocacy for Family Law reform:
The revised Family Law has addressed EWLA’s expressed concerns, including such difficult proposals as abolishing the institution of ‘Family Arbitration;’ the right of women and children to use the matrimonial home during divorce proceedings; the right of unwed women to share common property where they have lived in a relationship with a partner for more than three years; and many others.

After years of advocacy and lobbying Government to amend the Family Law, the amended draft family law was adopted by the House of Peoples’ Representatives (Parliament) on 4th July 2000 and published on 9th December. The revised law, addressed most of EWLA’s major concerns. However EWLA has reservations on some aspects of the new law and continues to follow them up. These include:


Ambiguity with respect to the right of each spouse to choose his/her own profession;


Ambiguity with respect to pensions as common property;


Ambiguity with respect to the custody of children under five that was automatic under the former law..

The revision of the Family Law at the Federal level draws attention to other problems as family law is among the areas delegated by the FDRE Constitution to the regional states. The regional states can promulgate their own legislation to regulate family relations. There is a need therefore to lobby at regional level for the adoption of the new family law as a model legislation, to avoid violation of the human rights standards set by the Constitution. Efforts have already begun aimed at popularizing the Family Law, which is only mandatory in Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa. There is need for a systematic effort to lobby regional legislators in this respect.

Penal Law reform
EWLA’s law reform advocacy has focused on the need for penal law reform and a new law on domestic violence. The effort started in 1997 with research on the Ethiopian Penal Code of 1957 in the light of the Constitution of the FDRE and accepted international standards. The research exposed the discriminatory features of the penal law particularly with respect to the sexual rights of women and the findings were submitted to the Ministry of Justice and the Federal Institute of Law Reform, which are responsible for revision of the existing laws. With respect to the 1957 Penal Code, EWLA’s findings draw attention to the need for several changes in the laws as they affect the rights of women. 

The following two years were devoted to awareness raising and lobbying policy bodies to change the law. This effort culminated in the release of the amended draft penal law by the Ministry of Justice in September 2000. Work then continued towards improving the draft which did not meet either the standards of the Constitution or the demands of women. A national workshop was held on 19th and 20th August to improve the draft and a communiqué was forwarded to the Minister of Justice on items that women wish to see in the reformed penal code, including: the specific inclusion of domestic violence as a criminal act; the relaxation of the abortion law in view of the high rates of death and disability among young women resulting from illegal abortion; and the repeal of the legal provision providing amnesty to abductors and rapists who conclude marriage with their victims.

Some of the most important issues are addressed in the following paragraphs.
1.
Rape:
The 1957 Penal Code addresses the crime of rape in its Article 589 and makes it punishable with a maximum of 10 years rigorous imprisonment. Where the victim is a child under 15 years of age, or when committed by a person in authority or persons acting in concert, against an inmate of a hospital, asylum or educational establishment, it can be punishable by a maximum of 15 years rigorous imprisonment.

However, there is no minimum penalty and the absence of a specified minimum penalty may contribute to the light sentences imposed in many rape cases. EWLA has drawn attention to the need for a specific minimum penalty. It has also requested that rape be punished more severely as it seriously abuses the fundamental rights of women to life and liberty and the prevalence of HIV/AIDS further aggravates the offense and may make it equivalent to murder.
2.
Sexual outrage on infants and children:
In Article 594 the Penal Code stipulates that sexual outrage against infants or children under 15 years of age is punishable by rigorous imprisonment not exceeding five years. But this excludes children between the ages of 15 and 18, who are also minors and should be protected as such. EWLA has therefore drawn attention to this apparent anomaly and proposed the inclusion of children between 15 –18 years in the same article.
3.
Domestic violence:
Domestic violence is a key problem affecting women’s rights and for which the Penal Code fails to provide adequate remedy. It includes battery, femicide, insults, destruction of property and denial of access to the marital home, but there is no law that specifically addresses violence against women in the context of the home. The General Provisions of the Penal Code under the title “Grave Willful Injury” are not effective in the case of domestic violence, as they do not provide adequate protection to the victims. EWLA has therefore engaged in advocacy for the inclusion of specific provision in the Penal Code, which it believes is mandatory and very important. EWLA also stresses the need for civil remedies such as ‘protection orders’ to be provided by the courts in cases of domestic violence in order to protect its victims from future reprisals. 
4.
Female Genital Mutilation:
The Penal Code is also silent on the issue of FGM. The failure of the Penal Code to include a provision outlawing the act of FGM can be said to contravene Article 34 (5) of the Constitution of the FDRE as well as the major international conventions adopted for the protection of women’s human rights. The enaction of a specific law addressing FGM is among the major goals of EWLA’s advocacy.

5.
Abortion
Article 528 of the Penal Code provides that abortion procured by a pregnant woman is an illegal act punishable by simple imprisonment of three months to five years. However, this might be mitigated under Article 533 where the pregnancy has been terminated due to exceptionally grave physical or mental distress, especially following rape or incest, or due to extreme poverty.

The Association believes that the termination of an unwanted pregnancy is one of the reproductive health rights of women and that the provisions set under the Penal Code should be more lenient than stringent. It further considers that rape, incest and extreme economic difficulties should be seen as legal grounds for termination of pregnancy rather than simply mitigating circumstances.
6.
Loopholes in Articles 558(2) and 559 of the Penal Code

Articles 558 (2) and 559 of the 1957 Penal Code state that all criminal proceedings against the perpetrators of abduction and rape will be cancelled if marriage is subsequently concluded between the victim and the offender. EWLA firmly opposes the concept that proceedings against the criminal should be dropped under the cover of a marriage arising from coercion and advocates for the exclusion of these provisions from the Penal Code.

EWLA also engages in advocacy for the following needed amendments in the Criminal Procedure Code:


The need for cases of sexual offenses to be tried in camera in order to diminish the psychological impacts upon the victim, particularly in cases of infant rape and other sexual outrages;


With respect to Criminal Procedure, the court needs to reduce the burden of proof on the part of the victim, as in cases such as rape, the victim is often unable to produce the evidence required due to the nature of the crime;


While EWLA believes in the constitutional right of arrested persons to be released on bail as stipulated in Article 19 (6) of the Constitution of the FDRE, courts need to give consideration to the psychological effect of release on the victims, particularly in the case of girl children who are victims of relatives or neighbors.
The new draft Penal Code addresses some, but only some, of the issues raised by EWLA. The following are some of the issues addressed in the draft Penal Code:


A minimum penalty is set for the crime of rape, making it punishable for a minimum of five years imprisonment. The maximum penalty is increased to 20 years rigorous imprisonment;


Article 594 of the 1957 Penal Code is amended to include offenses of sexual outrage committed against children under the age of 18, rather than only those under the age of 15;


The draft Penal Code outlaws FGM as a crime and includes a provision to that effect. However EWLA believes that the provision on FGM needs further revision as:

a.
The penalty set is very low (6 months);

b.
In setting the penalty, the provision does not distinguish between individual cases and instances involving two or more persons are;

c.
It makes no distinction as to penalty when professionals commit the crime;

d.
There is need for inclusion of a grace period to allow for a massive sensitization campaign to educate the public about FGM and the law;


With respect to abortion, the draft law takes rape and incest as legal grounds for termination of resulting pregnancy, while economic reasons are only considered as mitigating circumstances. EWLA proposes that extreme social and economic problems should be sufficient legal grounds for termination of pregnancy, rather than only mitigating circumstances. 

7.
Omissions in the new draft Penal Code 
The new draft Penal Code makes no attempt to specifically penalize domestic violence. The civil remedies that EWLA has proposed to protect victims of domestic violence from further reprisals have received no response from the drafting committees.

The provisions for non-prosecution in the event of subsequent marriage between the victim of rape/abduction and the offender are not excluded. EWLA continues to advocate for the exclusion of these provisions and the principle that criminals should be penalized for their crimes and not set free under the cover of coerced marriage.

No response has been provided on other issues regarding the Criminal Procedure Law. EWLA continues to seek the revision of these issues and amendment of the Penal and Criminal Procedure Law.

Harmful traditional practices
EWLA has continued to address the issue of traditional practices harmful to women through its programs of research and advocacy.

In this respect, EWLA, in collaboration with the National Committee on Traditional Practices, conducted a one-day workshop on June 23, 2000 on the theme of “Criminalizing Female Genital Mutilation.” The participants were drawn from the House of Peoples’ Representatives (Parliament), the medical profession, traditional birth attendants and FGM practitioners, as well as from the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Information and Culture, the Midwives Association, the Family Guidance Association, and NGOs. 
Civil Service reform
An important effort is under way to reform the Ethiopian Civil Service to better serve the public need. One major component is that of human resource management. As the policy document presented for discussion was particularly weak with respect to the issue of gender equality, EWLA in collaboration with the Civil Service gender focal point emphasized the need to substantially improve the gender aspects of the policy document and to ensure the participation of women at decision- making levels.

Speaking at the Civil Service Commission workshop, EWLA Executive Directoress, Meaza Ashenafi drew attention to deficiencies and gaps in the proposed policy document. She pointed out the need for affirmative action in favor of women who had long been subjected to discrimination, and as 40 percent or more of the civil service work force had little representation at decision-making levels. She noted that merit and affirmative action did not necessarily exclude each other and informed the participants that the draft document “…falls short of the Constitution as well as international commitments to which Ethiopia is a party. It is mandatory to take positive and affirmative actions to assure women’s participation especially in decision making and key policy positions. But these are not envisaged in the policy document.”

Political Participation of Women
EWLA is deeply aware of the imperative of increased participation of women in the political process as essential to women’s progress towards the full enjoyment of their human rights. It is usually much more effective to speak for oneself in the places that count, rather than wait and hope that someone else will speak on your behalf. In this case, the places that count are Parliament and Government, and those are the places that women’s voices need to be heard, speaking up for their own rights and legitimate interests.

In the period preceding Ethiopia’s May 2000 elections for the House of Peoples’ Representatives (Parliament) and the Regional State Councils, EWLA followed up awareness with action. In order to enhance women’s political participation and in particular, to encourage women to participate in the May 2000 elections, the Association:


Conducted a two-day workshop in each of the country’s Regional States;


Organized a one-week workshop in Addis Ababa to provide education on the rights and duties of women candidates and ways to solve the problems that they face; 


Provided a hotline service to women candidates; 


Organized a radio program on women’s political participation and the decision making process. 

The central objective was discuss and initiate dialogue on the reasons underlying the low level of women’s participation in the political process and to seek solutions. Following the May 2000 elections, it was noted that 43 women had won election to Parliament, as compared to only 14 in the previous elections, a significant step forward, but far less than the need.

For EWLA, the important aspect of the May elections is that women’s participation in the political process is becoming an irreversible reality. The first steps have been taken and many more must follow. Important lessons have been learned and these must be assimilated, expanded and incorporated into the political process in preparation for future elections in which women must be better prepared and must play a much greater role.

EWLA has achieved a better understanding of its own potential role in providing support to the process of enhancing women’s political participation and the needs for the acceleration of this process. This will enable the Association to be better positioned to promote women’s participation in future elections, and to hasten the day when much larger numbers of women will be in place where the decisions are being made, to speak up on their own behalf and that of the rights and interests of women, who as half of our country’s population, must not have fewer rights than the other half. 

Networking
Networking among organizations that prioritize women’s issues is a key need to give greater voice to women’s concerns and influence policies that affect women’s interests. This was the central message of a one-day workshop organized by the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association with participants from government institutions and NGOs focusing on women’s and children’s issues.

The workshop elaborated the concept of a network as “ a group of individuals and organizations who on a voluntary basis exchange information or goods or implement joint activities and who organize themselves for that purpose in such a way that their autonomy remains intact.” The pre-conditions for forming a network included “common vision and goals, common problems, setting realistic objectives and ability to learn from each other’s success or failure.’’

In an experience-sharing session, representatives of three organizations that are members of networks in the areas of basic education, micro-credit and children, shared their experience. The challenges of networking were highlighted during the experience-sharing session, which identified one of the principal challenges as a lack of networking skills and personnel. 

Another key challenge was the absence of a legal framework allowing networks to become legal entities. This posed a major constraint to the function and growth of networks as donors find it difficult to provide support to a body with no legal identity.

Nevertheless, participants emphasized the need for networking, agreeing that it would enhance the capacity of organizations working on women’s issues to make themselves heard. They agreed that women’s concerns are economic, political and social, as well as legal, and that it would therefore be very difficult to make a significant difference through acting independently. The discussion emphasized that networking would help to solve common problems, ensure more effective use of resources by avoiding duplication, and contribute more effectively towards exchanging information, enriching experience and bringing about policy change. 

As an initial step, the participants decided to form a Steering Committee, mandated to establish the basis of the need for networking, set realistic objectives and design the structure of the network. The Steering Committee with EWLA as Chair, comprised seven organizations and two independent individuals, including: the Christian Relief and Development Association (CRDA), InterAfrica Group, Women in self employment (WISE) , Ratson women, youth & Children’s Development program, the Tigray Women’s Association and the Ethiopian Family Planning Association. They were joined by two individual committee members, Dr. Konjit Fekade and W/ro Fetenu Bekele. The Steering Committee has been mandated to draft the Memorandum of Association of the gender network aimed at creating a coalition that will work more effectively to influence policies.

The African Women’s Committee for Peace and Development 
This is a committee established in April 1998 by the UN Economic Commission for Africa and the Organization of African Unity, comprising 16 African women appointed in their individual capacity on the 

basis of their contribution and credibility in advancing the cause of women. Their mandate is influencing peace and development issues at the highest policy level in Africa. The Secretariat is located in Addis Ababa and housed by the UNECA. The Executive Directoress of EWLA is appointed as one of the members and was actively involved in developing the Committee’s Terms of Reference and other basic documents. She is actively engaged in the deliberations of the Committee, which will take part in regional advocacy efforts. 
International Cooperation on Women’s Issues
EWLA has participated in the formation of the African Women’s Committee for Peace and Development, a joint initiative of the Organization of African Unity and the UN Economic Commission for Africa. EWLA Executive Directoress Meaza Ashenafi is one of the five women NGO representatives in the Committee which comprises six government representatives, five women appointed in their individual capacity and five representatives of NGOs. 

Networking is of key importance at both local and international levels. At the international level, EWLA was one of a group of 10 organizations of women jurists from around the world that joined with Equality Now, an international human rights organization devoted to the protection of women’s rights to submit a brief as Amici Curiae (Friends of the Court) to the United States Supreme Court in support of petitioners. The brief questioned the constitutionality of the law ( 8 U.S.C.Para 409) governing the transmission of citizenship to children born overseas and out of wedlock, and the legitimacy of the sex-based distinctions set forth in that law, and called the attention of the Court to the importance of considering international human rights law in its review of the constitutionality of the above law. 
Workshops
As mentioned elsewhere in the present report, EWLA conducted a variety of workshops during the report period. These included: 


A two-day meeting to discuss the draft penal code in the context of the research on “Women’s Reproductive Health Rights;’


A meeting convened to form a network of NGOs working on women’s issues;


A two-day workshop in each of the country’s Regional States on women’s participation in the electoral process;


Organized a one-week workshop in Addis Ababa to provide education on the rights and duties of women candidates and ways to solve the problems that they face;


A meeting to study the case of Yeshiwork Desta and form a task force to pursue the case;


Seven workshops at the regional level for familiarization on the Family Law and HIV/AIDS. 

In addition to the workshops organized by EWLA, representatives of the Association have taken part in various meetings and workshops convened by NGOs, government institutions, and others, including:


Conference on Gender Equality in Ethiopia – a Follow up of the UN General Assembly on Women 2000, organized by the Donor Group for the Advancement of Women (Addis Ababa, October 24-25, 2000);


A two-day workshop to raise Mekele University’s law program from diploma to degree level. The participants included academics, lawyers and judges. The EWLA representative made two proposals that were taken into consideration. One was for increased course time on human rights. The other called for the curriculum to visibly address gender relations and gender issues;


The Association also provided training on issues of women’s rights for police graduates at the request of the Federal Police Commission on the occasion of its 31st graduation ceremony;


Representatives of the Association also participated in the Federal Civil Service Commission workshop on Human Resource Management as part of the effort for civil service reform.

In addition to its regular training activities, the Association has provided training upon the request of different organizations. This includes training provided to Iddir members on the Revised Family Law, the FDRE Constitution and Violence against Women at the request of Accord, an NGO engaged in community development, and training provided at the request of the Family Guidance Association of Ethiopia and various high schools.

 International Participation
The Association participated in a number of international meetings and seminars on women’s issues. These included:


Training at the International Family Planning Leadership Program in the USA;


Participation by the Executive Directoress in a workshop organized by the League of Women Voters Educational Fund, and a workshop conducted by another NGO, Equality Now, as a follow-up to the Beijing +5 Conference;


Participation of an EWLA representative in a ‘Seminar on Violence Against Women’ held in Nairobi, Kenya;


Participation of an EWLA staff member in the SIHA V Training of Activists (TOA) and First Annual General Assembly, in Nairobi, Kenya; and 


Seminar on Girls’ Education in the USA, Washington, D.C. 
Migrant Workers and the Case of 

Yeshiwork Desta
In protesting the death sentence passed on an Ethiopian housemaid Yeshiwork Desta, by Bahrain’s High Criminal Court, EWLA has also drawn attention to greater and increasing problem of Ethiopian women migrant workers in Arab countries, the brutal treatment to which many are subjected, and the lack of legal protection that they suffer.

In investigating the case, EWLA found out that:

1.
The accused was denied adequate legal council to which she was entitled in accordance with the provisions of the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights and the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members of their Families;

2.
The accused had no access to consular assistance to assist her in obtaining adequate legal representation and Bahrain had not informed the Ethiopian Authorities of the case. 

3.
The accused was apparently a minor at the time of the crime and therefore, according to international conventions should not have been tried under a criminal procedure established for adults. The Convention on the Rights of the Child prohibits both death and life imprisonment sentences in such cases;

4.
There existed evidence that the accused was a mental case, but in the absence of adequate legal counsel no official testimony by psychiatric professionals was submitted to the court for consideration in their decision;

Ewla became aware of the case following the announcement of the death sentence and initiated a national task force to raise funds to ensure legal support for an appeal and seek government intervention in support of Yeshiwork Desta’s legal rights.

The Ethiopian Government has now retained a defense lawyer for Yeshiwork Desta and he has submitted an appeal.2 The Association is also preparing to send a criminal lawyer to Bahrain to look into the details of the status and prospects of the appeal.

The tip of the iceberg
The plight of Yeshiwork Desta and many other published cases of Ethiopian and other women migrant workers in Arab countries is only the tip of the iceberg.

The underlying reality is that thousands of Ethiopian women have been driven by poverty to join the flood of migrant workers from poor countries of northeastern Africa and South and Southeast Asia working in the Middle East, particularly the oil-rich states of the Arab Gulf. The reality is that they are often considered and treated as slaves by employers who know that they have no protection and no recourse. Employers often hold their passports to prevent them from leaving and there are many reports of physical and mental torture, rape and denial to migrant workers of the wages that they have earned. International Conventions on the rights and treatment of migrant workers often carry little weight in the Middle East countries, and the states from which the workers come are often slow to defend the rights of their nationals.

EWLA is looking further into the problems of Ethiopian women migrant workers in the Middle East. It is now studying files on several complaints concerning maltreatment of Ethiopian women working in Arab countries and their lack of access to legal protection 

Institutional Strengthening
Regional Branch Offices
EWLA’S outreach program has led to the establishment of 10 voluntary committees based mostly in regional capitals. These include two committees in Oromiya region, one in Nazareth and the other in Jimma, due to the size of the region.

EWLA has three branch offices opened in April 1998 in Bahir Dar, Assosa and Nazareth. The project was supported by Oxfam Great Britain. The activities of the branch offices include public education and legal aid. Overall the three branch offices have undertaken a series of activities to raise awareness of women’s rights through workshops and media dissemination. They have also provided legal aid services to over 3,000 poor women and have established 27 zonal and woreda-level committees with a view to creating grassroots links, providing women’s issues with greater visibility and victimized women with greater access.

The branch secretariats have established four woreda committees in Nazareth, nine zonal committees in Bahir Dar and seven woreda committees in Assosa where they are exposed to periodic educational seminars and provided with legal documents enable them to provide free legal advice to poor women in their communities, and create public awareness of women’s rights. The secretariats have also conducted minor research and public education on traditional practices harmful to women.

From January-April 2000, new branch offices were established in Dire Dawa, Awassa and Gambella. The new branches are fully functional. They are conducting workshops and awareness programs to make women more aware of their rights, and providing women with legal problems. As in the older branches, the new offices benefit from the services of paralegal trainees and of lawyers working at the respective regional centers who offer their services on a part-time basis.

Paralegal Training
As there are few women lawyers in Ethiopia and most of them are in Addis Ababa, EWLA launched a paralegal training program for 30 women from the different regions who are particularly concerned about women’s rights. The training program aims to enhance the trainees’ awareness,the different aspects of women’s rights issues and eventually enable them to provide basic legal advice to women faced with problems of abuse and domestic violence. It was soon found that the program helped fill an important need, leading to its rapid expansion. During 2000, 148 participants in five regions were provided para-legal training including 125 women and 23 men working directly or indirectly on women’s affairs. 

Regional studies and documentation
The Regional Offices are encouraged to conduct preliminary studies and document the most serious problems prevailing in their regions for further action. During the past year, the principal focus has been on violence against women. 

Different kinds of violence against women were reported, based on the findings of their investigations. In Amhara Region, studies were conducted in four administrative zones: Debre Markos, Gondar, Debre Tabor and Ingebara (Awi). In these areas the most prevalent harmful traditional practices affecting women were reportedly early marriage and FGM.

Studies conducted in Oromiya region, particularly in the Eastern Shoa zone, identified abduction, wife inheritance by brothers, FGM and polygamy as the most prevalent harmful practices. The findings from surveys conducted in different woredas (districts) of the Benishangul-Gumuz Region identified problems of exchange marriage, marriage by abduction, early marriage and FGM.

These various short studies helped to design areas of focus for the activities of branch offices. Most of the awareness-raising activities under the public education program were based on the results of the studies.
Branch offices evaluation
In November 2000, Oxfam GB supported an external evaluation of the Oxfam-supported EWLA Regional Capacity Building and Associated Women’s Rights Project. The main objective of the project was strengthening the EWLA regional offices in Bahir Dar, Assosa and Nazareth towns to enable them to deliver project activities in the areas of legal aid, research, para-legal training and public education.

The evaluation found that the three branch offices had “achieved sound institutional standing in terms of effectively delivering support activities.” One of the major achievements was in the delivery of legal aid and counseling to women victims. With respect to para-legal training the evaluation noted “a tangible capacity in the area of filling the gap of legal knowledge.” It noted that the branches had established “healthy and cordial relations” with law enforcement institutions and other relevant bodies, but advised them to address what it described as “cool” relations with the Regional Women’s Bureaus. The branches had also achieved a great deal in terms of public education activities, creation of educational fora and dissemination of IEC materials.

The branch offices were establishing quarterly publications for use in public education and the evaluation drew attention to the need for short-term training and establishment of editorial boards. It also recommended training in advocacy for the staff of branch offices and drew attention to the major problems posed by lack of transportation. Overall, however, it found that “a tremendous change impetus is induced through this project which deserves to be further strengthened and supported.” 
