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TheProject on Middle East Democracy (POMED) and the Heinrich Boll Founddion hoded a
pand discussion regarding therole of women in the Middle East and strategies tha could be
pursued to improvethar participationin sodety. Pandistsinduded Rama Chakaki, Founde
and CEO of the Duba-based Baraka Group Lama Hourani, Advisor to the PLO Secretariat
General and former Gaza Branch Coordinaor of the Palestinian Working Woman Sodety for
Development in the Gaza Strip, Rahma Hugair a, Co-Founde and Charwoman of theY emeni-
based Media Women Forum and former President of the Y emeni Leagueto Defend Joumdists,
and Laura Schulz, Civil Sodety and Rule of Law Manager in the Office of the Middle East
Partnership Initiative (MEP!) at the State Department. Andrew Albertson, Executive Director
of the Project on Middle East Democracy, modeated the discussion.

Chakaki stated that developments in the Middle East are posng chdlenges and oppotunities for
women in theMiddle East. Theeconomic growth in the Gulf States, aswell asalarge
popuktion exploson, has changed therole of women. Population growth has madeit more
difficult for women to enter the econorric spheae as women@ employment displaces men from
theworkforce. However, in the Gulf, many more women have been integrated into the
econony, paticularly in NGOs. Shesuggested tha in order to improvethear condition, women
should take a vital role in NGOs and use the postion to gain support for broadening a
regional partner ship with other women, push for corporate sodal responsibility, and
encouragethe media to promote postiveimages of women in the sodety.

Hourani acknowedged tha the postion of women in Palestine was much different than the
region asawhole. With thefocuson the strugde for indegpendence, women@rights were never
an issue, althoughwomen did play avery prominent role in this struggle and did take on
leadership roles. With the establishment of the PLO, women were able to advance women®
rights throughthe political process, but subgantive changewas always subodinate to the greater
struggle. Sheasserted tha for theU.S. to credibly hdp women in theMiddle East, the U.S. mug
show respect for all human rightsin theregion and not act selectively in order to gan trud.
However, she concluded that women@rights are still important because human rights
cannot be protected unlesstherights of women are aswell.

Hugaira stated that encouraging women@® participation in the political process was difficult to
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achieve, asthepolitical environment encourages women not to act and abgain from pditical
activity. Furthermore, women are also hindeed by excluson fromthe education system and the
soda ream by powerful cultural andreligiousnoms. She advocated that women target this
culture of discrimination to gain protection by sodety. Broader measures such as pushing for
greater legd recognition and a more indegpendent judiciary, in conjundion with grassroots work
throughreligiousingitutionsand media, would hep spark a push for women@rights.

Schulz commented tha the U.S. rolein pushing for greater women@rightsin the Middle
Ead ismeant to gobeyond mere political incluson and that it includes providing greater
sodal, educational, and economic opportunities. Withoutthis broad induson, women face
continued margindization from arbitrary legd practices and soda nomms. She stated that MEPI
attempts to best hdp women by forming a partnership with local NGOs in order to be sendtive
to the political and soda environment, and to strengthen women@ paticipaion. Thisisthebest
roletheU.S. can play in assisting the women of the region because it does not attempt to impose
reform; it hdpsamplify aready existing grievances; it buildsan agendaand gods; and it opens
up regiond dialoguebeween women.
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