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Thank you Madam Chair,

I am Justine Mbabazi. I speak on behalf of an informal collective of Rwandan women’s organizations, who have produced the NGO Shadow Report. I would also like to draw the attention of the Committee to the absence of my other colleagues from Rwanda, who have been denied visas by the Swiss government. Given that the applications of my colleagues were well backed by required documentation, it is clear that this is yet another example of gender based discrimination.   

I will be focusing on four critical areas 

1. Violence against women.
2. Women’s access to legal services  

3. Status of NGOs, particularly women’s organization, vis a vis Government support. 

4. Participation of women in political and public life, and representation at the international level (such as diplomatic missions).
1. Violence against women

Violence, particularly Domestic Violence, against women is on a rapid rise in Rwanda and we need quick action to combat these crimes. 
We commend the government on the passing of the Gender Based Violence Act in 2008. However, the challenge that we face is now about ensuring implementation of this law in place. We demand a concrete mechanism to help victims of the domestic violence. There is no comprehensive strategy to prevent all forms of violence against women, we still lack provisions such as shelters, counselling centres and legal support to victims of gender based violence particularly domestic violence, and rape.  The only functional protective measure we have in place is the Police, with little capacity to reach women in need; particularly those in rural areas. 
We strongly recommend that the Government to put more resources into introducing concrete measures to combat these crimes.
Article 325 of the Criminal Code treats abortion as a crime, punishable by law.  It is allowed in the rare circumstances, wherein continuation of the pregnancy would gravely imperil the woman's health.  However, even this is subject to strict conditions, including written confirmation by two physicians. These complex processes often put the women in life-threatening situation. 

Even today, there are number of women and young girls serving prison term on the abortion crime charges. Many of these women and girls will tell you that the pregnancy was the outcome of a rape, yet the perpetrator was never held accountable, and they have been arrested for trying to terminate this unwanted pregnancy. This has led to further- even greater, victimization of the women and young girls-including minors.  
We strongly recommend the de-criminalization of abortion as well as programmatic action that would address the situation.  

2. Women’s access to legal services 
While, the Constitutional provisions guarantee the enjoyment and exercise of fundamental human rights and freedoms to women, the existing legal system does not take on board women’s concerns and is inaccessible to poor and rural women. With genocide cases still dominating the judicial system, courts are too few and understaffed.  There is also a lack of adequate training for the Police, Prosecutors, and Judges on how to deal with gender sensitive cases.  In addition, most women who come forward to report gender based violence crimes are unable to pay legal fees.  There is a lack of Legal Aid services in the country, and we have very few legal clinics available for victims.  Those who try to represent women in courts receive no budget from the Government. 
We recommend that the state, in addition to legal reform, allocate a visible budget line to establish more legal clinics to support victims of Gender based violence, particularly domestic violence and rape victims. 
3.  Government support to civil society, particularly women’s-rights focused NGOs 

We commend the state for the establishment of The National Council of Women and Gender Observatory; whose mandate supports women’s action towards gender equality.  However, these institutions must serve as autonomous bodies, to support fulfillment of state obligations towards human rights of women, not take on the civil society’s role of an advocate for women’s rights. 
We recommend that the Government must review the role outlined for these institutions; instead of cutting back support to NGOs- particularly those working for women’s rights advancement.   
4. Participation in political and public life, and representation at the International level

We are pleased that Rwanda has recently reached 56.25% women representation in the parliament. We also commend the state that we have the highest number of women judges in the region. However, in the absence of gender sensitisation and awareness, we are concerned that this serves as a tokenistic phenomenon in most cases. It has to also be recognized that overall there continues to be a lack of women representation in the decision-making levels; such as that of higher education, hospitals, and local governance. This trend seems to stretch even to Diplomatic Missions; even though Minister of Foreign affairs and the Minister Education are women.
We recommend the state to ensure recruitment of women in critical, decision-making positions within government.
Thank You Madam Chair
RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. We recommend that government of Rwanda put budget line items in place to rehabilitate and support victims of Gender Based crimes that were committed during genocide. 

2. The government recently adopted a comprehensive program, "Vision 2020", based on the principles of good governance in order to achieve sustainable development, but there is concern of the lack of a concrete timeline and benchmarks of how to archive gender equality within this program.

3. We need large-scale awareness campaigns, the political will, and legislative implementation innovations to end the patriarchal concept of society that still accords women only a secondary role, and excludes any idea of equality with men in terms of human rights. In this regard, there is urgent need to amend the Family Code, specifically the provision that gives the man precedence as head of the family. 
4. Even though we see a political will to legislate and adopt institutions such as the National Council of Women and Gender Observatory, the NGO community still needs support from the government. Faster and quicker advancement can only be realized when the NGO community is empowered and has a capacity to act.

5. Last but least, our Government must take quick action to amend the Criminal Code, abolishing the provision that punishes a woman convicted of adultery more severely than a man.

Thank you for your attention 
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