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U.N. pact helps shed light on women’s rights issues

This year marks the 30th anni-
versary of the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Wom-
en, adopted by the United Na-
tions General Assembly on
Dec. 18, 1979. In addition, it has
been 10 years since the Interna-
tional Day for the Elimination
of Violence against Women,
whichfalls on Nov. 25, was des-
ignated in 1999.

In honor of this occasion, The
Japan Times sat downwithKa-
zuko Ito, a lawyer and secre-
tary general of Human Rights
Now, an international human
rights nongovernment organi-
zation based in Japan, to talk
about progress on and issues
surrounding women’s rights.
The following remarks are ex-
cerptsfromthe interview:

Human Rights Now especially
focuses on life-threatening is-
sues and violence against wom-
en is one of our focused do-
mains. With special focus on
Asia, we conduct research, ad-
vocacy and lobbying activities
in cooperation with local NGOs.

Asia has serious women’s
rights issues involving vio-
lence. For example in India,
where we have conducted fo-
cused research this year, some

Kazuo Ito ,

women are burned to death
when they cannot pay adequate
dowry their husbands require.
If not death, some are forced in-
to commerecial prostitution by
their husbands and suffer phys-
ical violence if they refuse. Sev-
en thousand to 8,000 women per
year — on the basis of statistics
only — are killed, commit sui-
cide or die suspiciously.

We consider violence seen in
cases like this as the most se-
vere form of discrimination
against women. Violence also
lurks behind many issues con-
cerning women’s social ad-
vancement, as it has a “chilling
effect” that hinders women.

When the convention was
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adopted 30 years ago, however,
these problems were over-
looked as the convention was fo-
cusing more on issues like sexu-
al equality in politics, employ-
ment, education, etc., at the
initiative of Western women. I
think one of the most remark-
able achievements of the con-
vention in these 30 years is that
light has been shed on violence
as an underlying problem that
need to be solved to combat dis-
crimination against women.
Amid increasing recognition in
the 1990s, a U.N. Special Rap-
porteur on violence against
women was appointed in 1994.
In 1995, the World Conference
on Women, held in Beijing,
dealt largely with violence,

with participants from the so-
called Southern Countries, and
established specific goals to-
ward it.

More recently, initiative for
the U.N. Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs) is helping
make the problems clearer. It
targets reduction of maternal
mortality ratio among other
things, such as ending poverty
and hunger, reducing child
mortality, etc. But reduction of
maternal mortality, compared
to other targets, has not seen
good progress. One reason for
this is that women under gen-
der discrimination do not have
access to medical care. With
statistics making the delay in
maternal mortality reduction

visible, people have started to
give more notice to this prob-
lem.

To improve the situation in
Asia, Japan holds a unique and
advantageous position, as an
Asian country that is neither
Western nor developing. As a
Japan-based international
NGO, we feel this through our
activities. For example, when
HRN and other NGOs wrote let-
ters of complaint to the Indian
government, only we got a re-
sponse from the government. It
is meaningful that not only lo-
cal, domestic NGO but NGOs
outside of the target country
raise question and point out
problems to make govern-
ments act. And when doing so,

Japan-based NGOs could have
a larger impact than Western
NGOs, as it is often the case
that Asian countries are unwill-
ing to listen to proposal from
the West, saying they are just
different.

In that sense, I think Japan’s
progress in domestic women’s
rights issues is also important
to be a leading case in Asia. Ja-
pan had its report reviewed in
July by the Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) and
it was pointed out that there
were many issues to improve,
including the ratification of the
optional protocol of the conven-
tion, which recognizes the com-
petence of the committee to

Safe home: These women and children escaped domestic
violence by staying at a local NGO-run shelter supported with

government aid in Rajasthan, India.

consider complaints from indi-
viduals. Under the new govern-
ment’s initiative, ratification of
the optional protocol is becom-
ing a realistic expectation. I
hope that the protocol, which

HUMAN RIGHTS NOW

has been ratified by only a
small number of countries in
Asia so far, will be ratified by
Japan before long and that by
doing so will spur other Asian
countries to follow suit.
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