
 

 
 

In recent months we have lost truly visionary feminists like Kamla Bhasin and bell 
hooks, while the Karama network has mourned for our dear and incredible friend, 
Asma Khader. 

A politician, a leader, a teacher, an activist, Asma was a truly amazing figure and a 
wonderful, wise and generous person. She served as a true role model, and her loss 
was so devastating for us all. 

I will miss Asma so terribly, but I will be spurred on by the example and 
determination that she showed throughout her incredible life. 

The need for inspirational and groundbreaking leadership as typified by Asma has 
never felt more vital as we enter the third pandemic-hit year. We must seek 
inspiration and strength to motivate us further. To this end, 2021 has seen some 
important steps forward for women in our region. 

I don’t think that even a year ago I would have imagined that women from the Arab 
region would hold two of the most important global posts for gender equality. 

But as we go into 2022, our friend from Jordan Sima Bahous is the Executive 
Director of UN Women, while the role of Special Rapporteur on violence against 
women, its causes and consequences is held by Reem Alsalen, also from Jordan. 



This is what we have long demanded. That the incredible power demonstrated by 
women from our region for many years finally translates into their representation in 
posts and positions of authority. As vital and welcome as these achievements are 
they are, however, far from the end of the story. 

In demanding increased and meaningful participation of women in politics, 
diplomacy, and all levels of decision making, we often reach for statistics to 
illustrate the gap in women’s representation. That is because these figures are still 
so egregious. Wherever you look - in legislatures, governments, peace talks - 
women continue to be underrepresented in executive and ministerial positions. 
There remain many posts, from UN Secretary General to POTUS and everywhere 
else, that have never been held by a woman. 

That is the quantitive side of the argument - the simple point that there should be 
more women participating. But it has never simply been a matter of numbers. 

Our advocacy has always been concerned with the qualitative side as well. Women 
should not simply be at the table, but women’s priorities must be high on the 
political agenda. 

This year, our colleague Suzan Aref warned against simplified readings of the 
results of the elections in Iraq. Women’s representation in the Iraqi parliament might 
now surpass the minimum quota, but that does not necessarily represent a step 
forward for Iraqi women if those elected do not bring the women’s agenda with 
them. 

At our event to mark women, peace and security week, Souad Khbia, the journalist 
and participant in the Syrian peace process spoke of how shabbily she and other 
women participants had been treated by the organizing authorities. Souad and her 
women colleagues had been paraded in front of the media and international 
community as if solely to prove that yes, there were Syrian women present in the 
talks. But that was often the limit of their involvement. It was purely an exercise in 
ticking the box of women’s participation, and nothing meaningful at all. 

This problem was high on the agenda as Karama participated in the Generational 
Equality Forum Compact on Women, Peace and Security & Humanitarian Action. 

Where attempts to increase women’s participation has been merely cosmetic, our 
colleagues like Mouna Ghanem have always been prepared to call them out. So 
when women do hold executive power, they must be prepared to use it, and use it 
for all women. 

We do not ask for women to rise to positions of power only so they can work within 
the same crushing, inadequate and failing systems. We do not rejoice when it is the 
turn of a women leader to make the same bad decisions that a man would have 
made in the same position. 



Increasing women’s political participation has always been about systemic and 
structural change. 

In order to alter the outcomes of government and diplomacy for the better, we need 
to change the way that power works. 

At our event for CSW his year, our colleague Emna Mizouni spoke of the way that 
political power in Tunisia has developed in an all-male environment. It is one in 
which decisions and deals are made late at night in cafes and bars - spaces that 
deliberately and structurally exclude women. Systemic reform to these systems and 
processes is needed at every level, from the institutions themselves to the cultures 
that have developed around them. 

The strength and power of civil society enduring through the inequity that we face 
shows that better, more inclusive and productive ways of working are possible. 

To understand the power and potential of civil society, one must only look at the 
relentless challenges that our sector faces. This year saw six of the most esteemed 
civil society organizations in Palestine outlawed by Israeli authorities, based on no 
evidence at all. It was a move condemned across the world. We were proud to have 
offered the leaders of these groups a platform at our event for the 16 Days in 
November to speak out against the attacks they have faced. 

We must always be prepared to speak out against such gross abuses of power, not 
least because we know how vital the work of civil society is. I salute our incredible 
colleagues in Palestine as organizations like PWWSD, WCLAC, TAM, and MIFTAH 
continue their advocacy for the Family Protection Bill to become law and for greater 
participation of women in decision making. 

Activists across the region have been doing outstanding work to address the gaps 
in women’s rights and legal protections. In Morocco, our colleagues UAF and 
Jossour FFM, and AMVEF been doing brilliant work, especially to address violence 
against women in the workplace and seeking improvement to Law 103-13 on 
Combating Violence Against Women. In Lebanon, our colleagues JWF have 
continued to do remarkable work to end human trafficking, while in Jordan AWO’s 
work on issues including nationality rights and protection against child, forced and 
early marriage sets a brilliant standard. 

I have been so moved this year especially to see the remarkable work of our 
colleague Hala Abd ElKhader. Her work with religious leaders in her community has 
opened up dialogue on ending violence against women. It has been truly 
pioneering, and has led to women expressing that they feel safer in their 
communities. 

It has been an incredible pleasure this year to host remarkable conversations with 
brilliant religious scholars to explore the abuse of religion to justify violence and 



discrimination. When the Taliban has violently taken power in Afghanistan, I thank 
the incredible minds like Mongia Nfezi from Tunisia, Nadia Sharqawi from Morocco, 
Cherifa Kheddar from Algeria, and Khadijah Hawaja Gambo from Nigeria who have 
explored the abuse of power through the misinterpretation of scripture. 

Extremists exploit ignorance in order to justify their abuses. In contrast, the scholars 
across our network are women who share their knowledge and insight to shine a 
light of understanding into the dark corners inhabited by the extremists, ensuring 
they have nowhere to hide. 

I want to thank the many brilliant figures who have led these discussions over the 
past year, including Samia Melki, Saadia Wadah, Samia El Hashmi, Faiza 
Mohammed, Lily Feidy, Azza Kamel, and so many more. We are so proud in 
particular of the report from the discussion during CSW. 

Within civil society, there is a tremendous power to bring communities together, 
even during the most difficult times. This year, our dear friend Amal Basha has 
ensured that the voices of women and civil society groups across Yemen have been 
able to participate in vital international processes for gender equality. 

The work of Amal and the Yemeni CEDAW Coalition to contribute to the 80th 
session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has 
been truly outstanding. Despite the ongoing conflict and humanitarian crises, the 
coalition developed and submitted a comprehensive shadow report on the situation 
for women in Yemen as part of the CEDAW Committee’s review. In total, over 60 
recommendations made by our colleagues in the coalition were taken forward by 
the CEDAW Committee, a testament to the thoroughness and strength of that work. 

This work typifies the strong approach of civil society, one that recognizes it must 
be rooted in the community, and never lose sight of what matters to the people. If 
you take civil society out of the equation, you are going to leave people behind. 

Legitimacy is not something that can be conferred from above, it flows directly up 
from the grassroots. 

This year we have again seen the terrible consequences of power wielded without 
accountability, as the military leadership derailed the democratic transition in 
Sudan. Through media blackouts and the most appalling violence, the continued 
resistance of the people of Sudan has been a wonder to see. It should never have 
been this way, and justice must be forthcoming for every atrocity committed against 
the Sudanese people - from the Khartoum Massacre of 2019 to the brutality we see 
now. 

Through these attacks, our work with Sudanese women’s groups has continued, 
and I recognize and celebrate all those who have contributed for all they are doing 
to unify their vision for Sudan. 



This year has also seen further postponements of elections in Palestine, Libya and 
Somalia. At our events, we have explored the barriers to democratic participation 
faced by women and especially young people. I am so grateful to colleagues like 
Amani Aruri and Ayat Mneina who have expressed the sense of estrangement felt 
by young people who have never had the chance to vote only to see elections 
endlessly put off, or who have been deliberately priced out of standing for election. 
As Zahra’ Langhi has noted, such a status quo is entirely unsustainable. 

But even in the most testing circumstances, inspiration can be found. This year our 
colleagues SWIGO provided input in the Permanent Constitution-Making Process 
for South Sudan. When brilliant and inspirational leaders like our friend Sarah are 
involved in these processes, there is hope for a nation, and for us all. 

Even when are tested by the daily injustice and inequality we experience, or by 
crises like the pandemic, conflict or climate change, or tragedies like the loss of 
wonderful colleagues like Asma Khader, we still find strength in our sisterhood. I 
have been so grateful for the compassion, purpose, and inspiration I have been able 
to call on during these testing times. 

I hope that you too will take comfort and encouragement from the work that goes 
on across to make our communities, our countries and the world more equitable, 
safer, and more resilient against the challenges we face. 

We are there for each other, as our friends have been there for us, and we hopefully 
have been there for them. 

 


