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19 May 2001

The Hon John Howard MP

Prime Minister

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Mr Howard,

On behalf of the Australian Federation of University Women I wish to reiterate our members’ disappointment with your Government’s continued failure to sign and ratify the Optional Protocol to the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).

The ongoing violation of women’s human rights worldwide continues to be an urgent issue facing the international community.  Countries such as Australia have played a key role in advancing women’s human rights, particularly through implementing stronger international standards and promoting greater awareness of women’s human rights issues.  These are two of the ideas behind the development of the Optional Protocol to CEDAW.  In line with this, the Australian Government throughout the drafting and adoption of the Optional Protocol not only worked very closely with non-governmental organizations, but could be said to have taken a leading role.  In light of this, the reversal of the Government’s approach is particularly disheartening.
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The Government’s concerns about the system of United Nations treaty bodies do not justify or require the undermining of international principles enshrined in CEDAW; they are better addressed by constructively working for change.  Many countries in which women continue to be experience severe and degrading human rights violations are in Australia’s region.  Our refusal to sign the Optional Protocol provides further excuse for such countries to refuse to accept international standards and betrays those women who look to countries such as Australia to advance their human rights.

Signing of the Optional Protocol is imperative to bring enforcement mechanisms into effect.  The complaints mechanism is particularly important for lesbian women, indigenous women and asylum seeker women in Australia, who may not have adequate domestic protection.  

The scale and gravity of ongoing women’s human rights violations throughout the world demand that the international community take every measure to address them.  Your Government’s actions in undermining this process must be condemned.

Yours sincerely,

(Dr) Jennifer Strauss

President, Australian Federation of University Women

