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Address of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum  

at the Joint Meeting of the Euronest PA Committee on Political Affairs, Human Rights 

and Democracy and Committee on Social Affairs, Education, Culture and Civil Society 

 

 

Dear Co-Chairs,  

Dear Members of the European Parliament, 

Dear colleagues, 

 

Despite the constant presence of the gender equality concept as part of the universal category of 

human rights in the mass media of the EaP countries, there is no doubt that gender equality has 

not been achieved yet. 

 

According to the Gender Inequality Index 2016 of the World Economic Forum, which provides 

statistics on economic participation, education, health, political rights and possibilities in 144 

countries, the six EaP countries rank as follows - Armenia occupies the 102nd place, Georgia – 

90th, Azerbaijan – 86th, Ukraine – 69th, Belarus – 30th, and Moldova – 26th. However, 

Moldova’s high scoring is due to the fact that the index is based on official statistics, which do 

not correspond to the data provided in March of this year by the Moldovan Development 

Partnership Center. The latter demonstrated the inequality increase in the sphere of public health 

services and the persisting low level of women’s involvement in politics. Belarus’ high indicators 

are “achieved” due to the fact that official statistics do not include data on difficult topics, e.g. 

the number of home violence victims; another fact which is not taken into consideration is that 

30% quotas for women in the parliament, introduced by the President’s decree, do not reflect the 

situation that deputies in Belarus are not elected, but appointed. However, international experts 

from such organizations as the OSCE or EU institutions often prefer not to notice these 

“discrepancies” and say that Belarus is an example of a country with a high level of gender 

equality. 

 

Shadow reports sent by women’s organizations to the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 

of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) demonstrate to a greater extent the real picture of 

gender inequality in all the countries of the Eastern Partnership. The general characteristic for all 

these countries is a low level of women’s political participation: a small number of female 

deputies, ministers, and heads of state structures. As the latest election campaigns in each of the 

countries have showed, opposition movements manipulate and abuse women’s activity in the 

same way that state structures do. Actually, in none of the countries women manage to create a 

political movement that would consistently promote gender agenda. Also, women are frequently 

ignored at any level of decision-making or talks, in particular in the solution of military conflicts 
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and their peaceful settlement. If we recall the Minsk negotiations concerning the situation in 

Donbass, it is necessary to underline that no woman representing the conflicting parties took part 

in them - and it is despite the fact that in 2000 the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1325 

on the importance of women’s role, especially at the decision-making level, in the resolution of 

conflicts in order to provide peace and safety, and national plans of actions were developed for 

participating countries. At the same time, according to the UN Women report involving women 

in peace agreement processes raises the probability that the signed documents will be in force 

within 15 years by 35%. 

 

Discrimination and violence against women remain among the most widespread infringements 

of human rights. However, in Belarus and Armenia, laws aimed at counteracting domestic 

violence and at providing gender equality have not still been passed. In the other EaP countries, 

where such laws are adopted, studies demonstrate that they do not work because implementation 

mechanisms are either non-existent, or not properly defined. 

 

E.g. in 2011, Ukraine signed the Istanbul Convention (the Convention of the Council of Europe 

to prevent violence against women and home violence and to fight these phenomena). In 

November 2016, the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine blocked the ratification of the Istanbul 

Convention. The draft of the ratification was sent to be revised by a relevant committee, while 

two bills, which were supposed to adjust the Ukrainian legislation in the sphere of family violence 

in accordance with the international norms, were taken as a basis, provided that the words 

“gender” and “sexual orientation” were removed from them. 

 

Another challenge in all the EaP countries is still the low involvement of civil society 

organisations in the gender equality field. For many, this topic still has to do with only “women’s 

issues”, instead of being a category of human rights; therefore, it is not a priority and not taken 

into consideration, which leads to the fact that mainly women’s organisations deal with this topic 

and they often have to prove the importance and significance of their work to other organizations. 

 

It is crucial for the public sector to concentrate its attention on positive and negative obligations 

of the state - not only on what the state should not do, but also on what the state must do in order 

to advance the gender agenda. The attention towards positive obligations strengthens attention to 

the interaction of the state with civil society and activists, since the implementation of positive 

obligations is only possible when there is such cooperation. At the same time, civil society 

remains the only guarantor of determining the general strategy of interaction with the state in the 

conditions of unstable democracy. Activists and their communities can solve the question of 

whether they (still) have resources to develop cooperation or the only strategy left is to counteract 

state structures and promote their own agendas by voicing their positions and recommendations 

and participating in meetings. 
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Negative obligations imply the monitoring of situations with high risks of infringements of 

women’s rights. Accordingly, the task of the public sector is to reveal such situations, to analyze 

them, and to work out both short-term and long-term strategies aimed at minimizing the risks. 

The nature of a political regime remains the leading factor in the evaluation of possibilities and 

restrictions of the development of negative monitoring actions and events. There is a need for 

human rights defending initiatives that can help vulnerable groups and ensure their safety and 

trust. 

 

Although the OSCE member countries declare their adherence to gender equality principles, in 

many of them women’s right to freely and independently exercise their reproductive rights is 

infringed. Women’s reproductive function is perceived as their direct and main obligation, which 

limits the option of choosing a professional career. There are many employment bans allegedly 

because of the harm of the activities for the health of future mothers, even though there is no 

scientific proof of such harm, and the option of choosing between a career and motherhood should 

belong to the woman, not the state. There are no similar restrictions for men - including in the 

spheres of employment obviously harmful to their reproductive health. Taking into consideration 

the recommendations of the authors of the alternative reports from Armenia and Belarus, the 

CEDAW obliged Armenia to withdraw the list of the professions dangerous to women and 

Belarus should reconsider and reduce this list in a serious manner. 

 

Requirements to the authorities to execute positive obligations should be accompanied by the 

development of plans for the public sector because the implementation of gender equality is at 

least a bilateral or even multilateral process that requires contributions of state structures and civil 

society. 

 

Delivered by Yulia Mitskevich, Organization of Working Women, Belarus 

 


