
MISCELLANEOUS

INTERNATIONAL WOMEN'S YEAR

As International Women's Year, proclaimed by the United Nations
General Assembly for 1975, draws to a close, it might be relevant to
consider the main events relating thereto that took place during that year.
In its issue of March 1975, International Review drew its readers'
attention to the significance of any action undertaken to promote equality
between men and women and stated that the Red Cross, which in its action
fought against all discrimination, supported the efforts undertaken for
the defence of women, both in time of war and in time of peace.

The outstanding event of the year was the Mexico World Conference.
It is interesting to see the comments of international publications on that
meeting. The following extract is taken from Inter-Parliamentary
Bulletin {Geneva, 1975, No. 3) :

The Conference of the International Women's Year was held in
Mexico City from June 19 to July 2 as the highlight of the Year, whose
theme is "EQUALITY, DEVELOPMENT AND PEACE". The
United Nations Economic and Social Council had set as its objectives
to examine to what extent the organizations of the United Nations
system have implemented the recommendations for the elimination of
discrimination against women made by the Commission on the Status
of Women since its establishment and to launch an international action
programme including short-term and long-term measures aimed at
achieving the integration of women as full and equal partners with men
in the total development effort and eliminating discrimination on grounds
of sex, and at achieving the widest involvement of women in strengthening
international peace and eliminating racism and racial discrimination.

133 countries, as well as 23 organizations of the United Nations
system, 10 intergovernmental organizations and 113 non-governmental
organizations took part in the Conference...
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Although a number of delegates, women in particular, complained
that the Conference had been diverted from its true objectives for politi-
cal purposes, there is no doubt that it made a successful contribution to
focusing international attention on problems of all types which particu-
larly affect women, "half of mankind", as some people said. In so doing,
it led to a shared general consideration of those problems, and to a
stimulating exchange of experiences and solutions which will undoubt-
edly be of the greatest benefit to the world community as a whole.

The fact that the Conference decided to meet again in 1980, at the
midway point in the United Nations Decade for Women and Develop-
ment, and to make regular assessments of the implementation of its
decisions, within the United Nations, should also contribute to ensuring
its longer-term success.

The UNESCO Courier {Paris, August-September, 1975), contained
the following lines taken from an article by Mrs M.-P. Herzog, director
of UNESCO's Human Rights Co-ordination Unit:

The Mexico City conference drew up and adopted a 10-year World
Plan of Action, a Declaration of principles and 34 resolutions which
form an unprecedented set of guidelines and targets for action to improve
the status of women, comprising a wide variety of clearly-defined and
practical measures to be taken in all fields affecting women, at national,
regional, and international levels.

The Plan vigorously reaffirms that the objective of International
Women's Year is to build a society in which women can fully participate
in a real and full sense in economic, social and political life. It urges
governments to ensure for both women and men equality before the law,
equal access to education, job training and employment as well as the
right to equal conditions of employment, including pay and adequate
social security.

Among other steps towards a more equitable society, the Plan of Action
stresses the need for the establishment of a new international economic or-
der as envisaged in the U.N. General Assembly's declaration of May 1974.

Many proposals deal with specifically feminist demands and pro-
blems of the family. The basic condition of any real equality between
the sexes, affirms the Plan of Action, is the right of individuals and
couples " to determine the number and spacing of their children and to
receive all the information and the means to do so."

In retrospect, the texts, resolutions and proposals emanating from
the conference on the major problems of improving women's status will
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increasingly be seen as an achievement whose long-term effects will mark
a turning point in history.

Another world congress in connection with International Women's
Year was held in East Berlin in October. It was sponsored by the Women's
International Democratic Federation and was attended by several thousand
participants.

What lessons can the Red Cross draw from this general movement
towards women's emancipation ? What improvements can be made on the
present situation within the Red Cross movement ? Do women always
occupy the responsible posts of command which rightfully belong to them ?
Those were the questions put by the League's publication, Panorama
{1975, No. 4). It found, first, that International Women's Year had
undoubtedly sparked off new activities, new commitments and, in some
cases, new ideas among the National Societies who had been circulated
on this matter. Probably the most striking example was that of Costa
Rica. The National Society announced that for the first time in its history
a woman, the Society's nursing director, was appointed to its National
Council. With her assistance the Society prepared an extensive Inter-
national Women's Year programme which included the holding of eight
sex education and family health courses in rural areas of the country.

Other National Societies were interested in IWY, but the Panorama
article ended with the thought that a number of facts pointed to the un-
satisfactory state of affairs at the present time :

Where the Red Cross really slips up is where it counts—at the top.
With only one or two exceptions the membership of Societies' national
level governing bodies simply does not reflect the input of women into
the organization. And in most cases this contribution is enormous.
National Societies who replied to the League questionnaire frequently
quote figures of 70 per cent, 80 per cent, up to 100 per cent concerning
the participation of women at the volunteer, "grass roots" level. But
with each step up the ladder of a Society's hierarchy the figures dwindle
until, at the top, they finish in a minority—and sometimes a very small
minority. One Society put it frankly: "Except at executive level the
active members (of our Society) are almost all women."

The United Nations states the Year is intended to be one "in which
both men and women will participate actively in all areas and all walks
of life. It is hoped that men as well as women will re-evaluate traditional
sex roles and traditional attitudes which have hindered the full attain-
ment by women of their human rights and their rights to full human
development." Can Red Cross claim to have met this challenge ?
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In this connection, we may note that the League's Board of Governors
adopted at its last session a resolution on "The Red Cross and International
Women's Year", the text of which was given in a previous issue.

In conclusion, it should be mentioned that under international human-
itarian law women's rights are protected, as Mrs D. L. Bujard, Head of
the ICRC's Legal Division, reminds us in the following article :

The four Geneva Conventions of 1949 are based on the universal
principle of respect for the individual and the dignity of man. In periods
of armed conflict, this principle rules that all persons who do not take
a direct part in hostilities or who, through the vicissitudes of battle,
have been placed hors de combat shall be respected and protected against
the adversities of war; they shall, moreover, be treated humanely,
succoured and cared for, without any adverse distinction founded on
sex, race, nationality, religion or faith, political opinion or any other
criteria. Accordingly, all victims of armed conflicts are placed on an
equal footing as regards the respect, protection and care to which they
are entitled.

Nevertheless, the Geneva Conventions provide for special treatment
of certain categories of persons, by reason of their situation or physical
constitution; for example, women are made the specific object of a
number of rules.

Women combatants are increasingly met with: as regular members
of the armed forces, they take part in military action; when they fall into
the hands of an enemy, they are to be treated, like male prisoners, in
accordance with the Third Convention relative to the treatment of
prisoners of war; but, when interned in a prisoner-of-war camp, women
and men are housed in separate quarters. Wounded and sick women
are cared for under the First Convention for the amelioration of the
condition of the wounded and sick, and must be treated with all the
special care appropriate to their sex.

Among the civilian population, expectant mothers and mothers of
infants are particularly exposed to the dangers arising from hostilities
and to the hardships caused by occupation. It is right, therefore, that
they should be placed in safety zones established by the parties to the
conflict, outside the regions where fighting is taking place, designed to
provide permanent shelter to members of the civilian population who
need special protection; if a locality is cut off, through hostilities, from
all means of supply, it is the duty of each High Contracting Party to
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permit the free passage, subject to certain conditions, of all consign-
ments of essential foodstuffs, clothing and tonics intended for children
under fifteen, expectant mothers and maternity cases. Where they are
interned in occupied territory, expectant and nursing mothers shall
receive additional food proportional to their needs.

These examples selected among the many references to women in
the Geneva Conventions demonstrate that those instruments incor-
porate a good many of the objectives which International Women's
Year seeks to fulfil, based on the principle of equality of treatment and
non-discrimination, taking into consideration those special cases relating
to the role of the woman as wife and mother.
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