NGO STATEMENT to the Committee for the Elimination of Discrimination against Women on the Occasion of the Submission of the Initial Report of Serbia at the 38th session
Biljana Brankovic, Voice of Difference – Group for Promotion of Women’s Political Rights, Serbia
Madam Chair,
 I speak on the behalf of five women’s groups that participated in preparation of the alternative report. The report analyzes implementation of 10 articles of the Convention. 
It is important to stress that the analyses in the report pertain to four (successor) states: Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Serbia and Montenegro, and, finally, Serbia. The report covered a period of 17 years, during which many governments changed (while one was involved in four wars). We are fully aware that any report, which covers so long period, is by default incomplete.
Assuming that the report analyzed in more detail many key problems, we shall concentrate here only on four cross-cutting issues.

1. Systematic marginalization of women’s groups
2. A lack of responsibility of the state for implementation of the Convention
3. Poor participation of women in policy making and public life
4. A huge discrepancy between legal provisions and practice
1. Systematic marginalization of autonomous and independent women’s groups might be stressed as a relevant problem. We remind that women (both activists and ordinary women) participated about equally in initiating a change of the former totalitarian regime. Further, women’s groups were involved in drafting gender-sensitive legislation, organizing campaigns, providing services to women-victims of violence, analyzing implementation of laws and state policies, as well as organizing trainings for female politicians, members of gender equality mechanisms, civil servants, the police, social workers, judiciary, etc. So far, tens of thousands of state officials have been trained by women’s NGOs. Marginalization of independent women’s movement is reflected even in a process of preparation of the state report. No consultations with NGOs were organized in a process of preparation of the state report. The state report was not available to experts and public prior it appeared on the Website of the United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women. The version of the report in Serbian was not published/available. Taking into account all the above, we stress that independent monitoring of state policies by women’s NGOs is extremely important.

2. A lack of responsibility of the state for implementation of the Convention

Our state does not have a comprehensive National Strategy for improvement of the status of women’s human rights. The National Action Plan for Women has been drafted, but not yet adopted. Officials in legislative and executive bodies are not familiar with the CEDAW Convention; the courts do not adduce provisions of the Convention and the Convention is not implemented directly. The state is not taking pro-active measures (public campaigns, dissemination of information) to make the Convention a legally binding instrument for elimination of discrimination against women. Furthermore, the newly adopted Constitution specifies that ratified international treaties are an integral part of the legal system and are implemented directly; but, „Ratified international treaties have to be in line with the Constitution“ (Article 16). No governmental body is responsible for implementation of the Convention or achieving compliance of domestic laws with the Convention. We suggest that the newly established gender equality mechanisms should take responsibility for implementation and promotion of the Convention.
A lack of systematic government measures aimed at eliminating discrimination against women is particularly visible if we analyze a position of marginalized groups: Roma, disabled, refugees/displaced, single mothers, rural women, etc. Their position is particularly difficult in the field of education, health, and employment.  
3. Poor participation of women in policy making and public life

Women’s contribution to political changes was far greater than their current representation in decision-making posts – women disappeared between the “street activism” and parliamentary seats. Our major concern is that women have not been involved in creating strategies for societal development at the crucial historical moment – when the government (after the political changes) initiated structural reforms in the economy and a large-scale privatization. Further, poor status of women is implied in current broad gap in employment rates and high horizontal and vertical segregation. 

4. A huge discrepancy between legal provisions and practice
Relevant gender-sensitive laws were adopted in recent years. However, we still do not have anti-discriminatory legislation and the Law on Gender Equality. The legal changes were not adopted due to a genuine interest of the government in women’s rights, but due to a pressure to harmonize legislation with European standards. Many newly adopted provisions are poorly implemented. For example, protective measures against domestic violence were introduced to Family Law two years ago, but they have been rarely implemented in practice. It is necessary to adopt a clear policy that would define violence against women as a violation of women’s human rights and to design/implement National Strategy against Gender-Based Violence, taking into account 20-years-long experience of women’s NGOs in this field. 

We hope that Serbia will, some day, have a government in which we would like to participate. In the mean time, we will continue to write alternative reports.
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