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The Neglect of Majority
Narad Gautam

Going by the election manifestos and the participation of women in the Candidate Selection Committees of the UCPN Maoist, Nepali Congress and the CPN-UML, there is a remote possibility of the upcoming CA election being gender-friendly.

The proportional representation (PR) of all class, region, gender and communities in the entire process of democratic election is expectant. In keeping with it, the Election Commission of Nepal has made public the 'Gender and Inclusive Policy 2013'. The implementation of the policy has become the matter of concern of the public.
Chief Election Commissioner Mr Neel Kantha Uprety says, "The Commission has long been making efforts to be gender-friendly. The present policy is the outcome of the past two years. The Election Commission of Nepal is one of the gender-friendly commissions compared to those of the noted countries of the world."

"The Commission is committed to implement the policy. Elections should be proportional and inclusive and on top of that they should be inclusive in terms of gender," he said. Uprety also said that more than 1.6 percent women compared to men have got their voter's identity card made.

According to the 2011 census, the total population of Nepal is 26,494,504. Out of them, 13,645,463 are female and 12,849,041 are male. In terms of percentage, there are 51.50 female and 48.50 male. Ms Ila Sharma, Election Commissioner, says, "In order to hold the election in a gender-friendly environment, the cooperation of the government, political parties and their sister organizations is a must." 
There is no representation of women in the Election Manifesto Preparation Committee and Candidate Selection Committee of the UCPN Maoist. Dr Babu Ram Bhattarai and Mr Post Bahadur Bogati head the committees respectively. There is a token representation of women in the Election Manifesto Preparation Committee and the Parliamentary Committee (Candidate Selection Committee) of the Nepali Congress. Headed by Vice President Mr Ram Chandra Paudel, the Election Manifesto Preparation Committee has 18 male, and 3 female members: Ms Chitra Lekha Yadav, Ms Pushpa Bhusal and Ms Meena Pandey.  Likewise, the Parliamentary Committee headed by President Sushil Koirala has 14 members including 2 females: Treasurer of Nepali Congress Ms Chitra Lekha Yadav is the ex officio member and former Deputy Prime Minister Ms Sujata Koirala. 
The CPN-UML has Vice Chairperson Ms Bidhya Bhandari, a lone female member in its 12-member Election Manifesto Preparation Committee and Candidate Selection Committee. The CPN-UML has a single committee comprising Standing Committee members for both purposes.

In totality, the representation of women in the Election Manifesto Preparation Committee and Candidate Selection Committee of the three major political parties is quite minimal. There is no representation of women in those committees formed by the UCPN Maoist, and token representation in those constituted by the Nepali Congress and the CPN-UML. This means that the upcoming election to the Constituent Assembly will be almost gender-unfriendly.
The Election Commission (EC) has however made efforts to render the election gender-friendly. According to Commissioner Sharma, depending on the availability of human resources, 50 percent women staff will be deputed. Similarly, the EC has made provision for according priority to visually impaired, people with disabilities, elderly, pregnant women and lactating mothers while casting their votes. If those people are unable to cast their ballot on their own and if they seek help of another person, the returning officer shall allow such aide to enter the polling booth to help them cast their votes. But such permission shall not be given to the representatives of political parties, candidates and their electoral representatives, and voting representatives.
Similarly, the EC has made a provision of having Women Development Officer of the respective district as a member of District Coordination Committee while carrying out voters' education. Likewise, a woman from among the active women's groups shall represent in the Local Coordination Committee as its member. 

According to the EC, while selecting the volunteers for voters' education, priority shall be given to female community health volunteers or female teachers of pre-primary school who have at least passed the School Leaving Certificate examination, and there shall be at least 50 percent female volunteers in each district.

The Commission has made efforts to make the election code of conduct gender-friendly for the upcoming election. The code of conduct requires all the concerned to be gender- and disability-sensitive while carrying out publicity, and not to hurt the self-esteem and discredit women and people with disabilities.

The EC has made a provision in the policy and work plan of national election observing organizations to be gender-friendly and inclusive. The EC, as per the constitutional provisions, has introduced a 'Gender-friendly and Inclusive Policy 2013' with an objective of ensuring the proportional and inclusive representation of the citizens in all state structures through election.
The history of election in Nepal is 66 years old. Some efforts had been made in the past too in order to make election gender-friendly and inclusive. But they were not enough. Although suffrage was granted to women in 1948 by the Constitutional Law of the Government of Nepal, it was only in 1960 that women exercised their right to vote.

The Interim Constitution of Nepal 1991 had a provision of fielding at least five percent women candidates by political parties for the parliamentary election. Likewise, the Local Self-governance Act, 1999 has a provision of fielding at least one woman candidate from each ward for the local election. The legal provision to some extent contributed to increasing the participation of women in politics from the local to the national level.
However, in the parliamentary election held in 2048 (1992), the local elites of Parsadewad and Gaidabhetpur VDCs of Mahottari district decided not to allow women to vote and this was covered by the local press. Ms Basanti Jha, a women rights activist visited the places with an objective of creating an environment so that the local women could cast their ballots. She provided training and voter's education to the women and a few of them voted. 
She who challenged the decision of the local elites has become a leader now. Despite her efforts only 12 women were courageous enough to vote. And the number of such voters could not increase in those places even during the election to the CA held on 10 April 2008. 
A total of 3,578 males and 338 females fielded their candidacy for the first-past-the-post (FPTP) and 2,836 male and 2,865 female for the proportional representation (PR). In total 9,647 candidates contested the election in which 197 women were elected. 
If the Commission pays attention to electoral procedures and activities like appointing employees, forming monitoring teams, issuing permission for observation, recruiting temporary staff, procuring expert services, registering political parties, issuing code of conduct, and operating voters' awareness campaigns among others, the elections in the days to come could be more gender-sensitive and inclusive.   
(Gautam is associated with Gorkhapatra daily.)

Marriage as a Cover for Rape

Anjali Ramtel

As the husbands harbor the notion that wives are meant for satisfying their sexual desires, women continue being raped by their husbands. There are laws, but their implementation is quite ineffective. 

"I used to tell him 'not tonight dear', but he used to be indifferent to my plea and had sexual intercourse against my will. I could do nothing against his act, rather used to tolerate," said 25 years old Sushma Lama (name changed).   
"He used to grossly ignore my apathy for sex and kept on having forceful relation. Despite my strong reservation for non-consensual sex with him, I can't make all his atrocities public. The society does not believe me, if I told the entire story," she spoke about her marital rape. 
Ms Kunti Chaudhary, 21, (name changed) has also been facing similar problem. She has hardly been married for a year. But she has suffered to such an extent that she cannot express her plight. "Had I been an educated person, I could have been able to oppose his acts. If I opposed his brutality, I will have no place to live in and nothing to eat. That's why I have been bearing sexual violence of my husband," she said. 
She said that her husband went to the extent of having forceful sexual intercourse even during her period. "I had been tolerating his non-consensual sexual acts, but sex during menstruation is very painful. Many times I fled to my parent's home, but it was not a lasting solution," she said.
It has been found that the behaviours of men change once they get married. That makes them more sexually violent. At the beginning of married life, men start watching porn movies and ask their wives to follow them. Later, they ask their wives to perform sexual activities as shown in the movies. One of the victims said, "I opposed watching porn movies and offering sex as shown in them. Then he started fighting with me. I tried to change him, but he did not change. Being pissed off by his behaviour, I have been living in my parents' home."
The cases of marital rape have started surfacing in recent times. Centre for Research on Environment, Health and Population Activities (CREHPA) had done a research on marital rape in 2010. According to the research, covering all five development regions of Nepal, 43 percent married Muslim women were victims of marital rape, followed by 40 percent Tharu, 22 percent Tamang and 20 percent Brahman-Chhetri women.

The study has also reported various physical and mental problems faced by the victims of sexual violence. According to senior gynaecologist Dr Sarita Ghimire, victims of sexual violence suffer from serious mental problems. Besides that, those women also have physical problems like pain in the lower abdomen, swelling of, pain and burning sensation in the genitals, excessive bleeding and other complications in pregnancy, she adds. 
Most of the victims of marital rape do not make their problems public for fear of losing face and being deprived of justice. However, according to the study of CREHPA, such women go for some preventive measures. Mr Prabhat Lamichhane, researcher at CREHPA, says that most of the women try to convince their husbands not to resort to sexual violence. Some being tortured excessively even pretend that they are in their period, get children sleep with them, sleep in separate room, and pretend of being sick among others in order to avoid the violence. The study shows that only 49.4 percent women have been successful in staving off sexual violence by their husbands.  The research has also shown that men who are uneducated, drunkard, polygamist and having extra marital affairs top the list of marital rapists.
The Domestic Violence (Crime and Punishment) Act, 2009 considers marital rape as a crime and violation of human rights and has a provision for 3 to 6 months jail sentence depending on the nature of such crimes. Likewise, the Act has a provision for providing security, treatment and rehabilitation for victims of marital rape. But most of the couples are unaware of the existence of such Acts. 
Advocate Ms Meera Dhungana argues that because of weak law, victims of marital rape have not got justice. In the Nepalese society, the bride is required to live in her husband's home. That's why they cannot file a case against their husbands for marital rape. She says, "The law sentences the rapist husbands for 3 to 6 months and the wives have to continue staying in their husbands' home throughout. The wives fear of increased violence once the husbands get out of jail. Hence, they don't file petition against such perpetrators."
She says that immediately after the promulgation of the Act, about 4 cases of marital rape had been filed, but no more cases have been filed in recent times. Women do not file cases against their husbands unless they suffer extreme torture and violence. That's why the number of such cases has gone down, she adds.
In order to prevent sexual violence, it is most necessary to educate married men on gender. And in order to educate the men, the talks between wives and husbands need to be encouraged.  
(Ramtel is associated with National News Agency.)
Do Not Worship, Treat Us Equally

Arun Baral

Women can be liberated by creating self-dependent society through equal political and economic rights, but not by worshipping them during festivals.

During many festivals the Nepalese women are worshipped as goddesses. Mothers are venerated on Mother's Day. During Dashain and Tihar, the biggest festivals of the Hindus, the goddesses are adored. The goddess of lore is also worshipped once a year. But why the women who are respected customarily are in fact disrespected in practical life? 

Mr Suresh Dhakal, professor in Sociology and Anthropology at Tribhuvan University, says that women's rights activists have begun such a discourse with an aim to establish their rights. "Such myths and practices that came into existence long time ago are not applicable to a changing society. One can bring forward such ancient practices and argue that they should be worshipped as earlier in order to reclaim their gender equality, but the changing human society does not respond in such a way," he added. 
Dhakal argues that the myths and religious canons adopted in a certain juncture of history in order to direct the society may have its legacy, but the society keeps on constantly changing due to diversity in geographical settlements. "Even during a single epoch the human society and culture differ from place to place. Maghi festival is a public holiday meant for the Tharus, but the Tharus of eastern Nepal are unknown about Maghi. Therefore, when we talk about women in Nepal, a singular myth or image cannot encompass all of them," adds Dhakal.
He further argues that the present condition of the Nepalese women should not be compared with the ones depicted in the festivals like Dashain, Laxmi Pooja, or others related with women. "It is hard to define Nepalese women. There is a vast difference between the culture of Hindu women of the east and the west. Some of the Nepalese women worship their husbands while others treat them as stray dogs, blaming them for their misconduct. Therefore, a common standard for all Hindu women cannot be developed on the basis of old religious practices," he says.
Society functions on economic terms not religious. How women were worshipped in the past has faded away with time. Economically self-dependent women are respected and dependent women are disrespected. Gender justice should be sought on economic terms not on the clue of ancient religion, he further argues.  

Women's right activists have been raising the issue of women being disrespected despite the fact that they used to be worshipped in the past.
According to Mr Mod Nath Prashrit, an expert in culture and a writer, the respect for and worship of women during religious and cultural occasions is but the residue of the matriarchal society. Even in the feudal society, mothers, sisters and daughters used to be respected. "Everyone worships their mothers, and behaves with respect to their sisters, nieces, aunts, and daughters, but wives are oppressed. The feudal society oppresses the wives most, which was minus in the matriarchal society," he adds.
He says that women in the indigenous communities are less oppressed than those in the Brahmin society as there is less impact of feudal system on the indigenous people. "In indigenous communities, women exercise more freedom as they are less impacted by feudalism and the residue of the matriarchy can also be noticed in there," he says. 
"Although women are worshipped during festivals, they have been oppressed by feudalism. In order to end the oppression on women, the society should be relieved from the feudal system of production which results in an equal relationship between wife and husband. We are transiting towards capitalism from feudalism. In the western capitalist society both men and women generate income and they are liberated," Prashrit adds.
He says that the Nepalese society, which is in transition to capitalism from feudalism, has started exploiting women in a new way. "Capitalism has reduced women to mere objects. It is capitalism that has forced women to prostitution. The ever increasing trafficking in women and girls and the rising voice for opening up red light area are the manifestations of the oppression of women," he says. Although the capitalist society is a little freer than the feudal one, the former objectifies women. Therefore, socialism is inevitable for ensuring equality between men and women, he claims.
Dhakal and Prashrit share similar views that worshipping women during festivals is a myth. With the passage of time, the society has changed. In modern society women should not be respected through worship rather economic equality, self-dependence and equal rights. Only then women will be liberated. 
The practice of worshipping women on numerous occasions still continues in the Nepalese society but they are neglected and discriminated against in the practical life. Are these festivals mere myths as claimed by Dhakal or the residue of matriarchy as suggested by Prashrit? Should we continue celebrating festivals and initiating intellectual discourse on the issue simultaneously? 

(Baral is an online journalist.)

Contraceptives Creating Health Problems
Meena Sharma

Women who have been using contraceptives with a hope to control birth and live a happy life have been found burdened with their side effects. 

The National Working Policy of Family Planning 2011 states, 'every individual and couple shall avail quality family planning service and consultation as per their requirement.' But the reality is quite opposite. Lalitpur, an adjoining district with the capital, is an affidavit of the poor family planning service.
The government of Nepal has committed to provide contraceptives like pills, Depo-Provera, Indoplant, Norplant, IUD and copper-T to all the health posts of Nepal. As Depo-Provera and Norplant are available at the health post in Devichaur VDC in Lalitpur, women are compelled to use them against their preference for others. On top of that, no consultation is available at the health post of the village.  
Ms Reeta Lama, 32, a resident of Devichaur VDC ward no. 1 Burunchuli, has been using Depo-Provera since five years after she gave birth to her first child. But she is now troubled by the side effect of the contraceptive. She was 45 kg five years ago, now 90. She has gained unwanted weight over the period. Now she has problem with her mobility due to obesity.
Ms Bishnu Kumari Tamang, 36, also faced problems as she used Norplant for seven years. She had irregular and painful menstruation with excessive bleeding. Then she switched to Depo-Provera. But it was also problematic. She had no period for three years. Then she visited district health office, Lalitpur for advice. The officials, making fun of her said, 'it is better,' instead of advising her. 
Ms Purna Maya Tamang, 32, has also similar problems. She has been using Norplant for the last five years. She is suffering from giddiness, nausea, excruciating pain in the lower abdomen and excessive bleeding during period, obesity and difficulty in respiration. "Whenever I visit the health post, no officials are available. I cannot go farther. So I have been bearing the pain," she says. Now she has switched to Depo-Provera, but it also has side effects. "I fear of unwanted pregnancy and use the contraceptive despite their side effects," she adds. 
Ms Muna Tamang, 23, who has been using copper-T for a year has been suffering from vaginal discharge. She had installed the contraceptive at a health camp organized in her village. She felt the side effects within a few days. She visited Anandaban Hospital at Lele, but the officials told her to contact those who had installed the contraceptive.
Muna has felt lethargy and loss of appetite since she started using copper-T. She had opted for copper-T as she came to know about the side effects of Norplant and Depo-Provera in her fellows. But it also proved problematic to her. 
Ms Ritu Tamang, 18, who had used Depo-Provera for three months and did not menstruate over the period, visited the local health post on suspicion of being pregnant. But the officials told her that she had irregular period because of the contraceptive, which further worried her. She is also suffering from vaginal discharge. "It is better bearing the pain than being pregnant," she adds.
Ms Manju Tamang, a long time social worker in the rural areas of Lalitpur, says that the side effects of contraceptives have doubly disadvantaged the rural women in the district. First, they bear the side effects and drop using contraceptives. Second, when they stop using contraceptives, they have unwanted pregnancy which leads to abortion. Either way, they are in trouble. "They are forced to use them sans expert advice. Therefore, the women have been bearing the brunt of the side effects of such contraceptives," she explains. 
Gynaecologist Dr Bhola Rijal says that the contraceptives being used by women in Nepal without consultation of physician have been creating problems. If women and girls of ovulating age do not menstruate regularly, it creates physical and mental problems. If contraceptives are distributed to women sans finding out the effects of certain hormone, they are bound to face problems. As result, a large number of women visit health posts and clinic every day. "It is not only the problems of women from Devichaur, but all over Nepal who have been suffering from the side effects of contraceptives," says Dr Rijal. 
Even women from the cities, where health facilities are better, who have been using contraceptives have been visiting clinics as they also face problems. The National Working Policy 2011 of Family Planning has the target of raising the percentage of contraceptive use to 67 by 2015. According to the preliminary population health survey 2011, currently 50 percent women use contraceptives. If women keep on suffering from the side effects as mentioned above and develop further dislike to their use, the target cannot be achieved by 2015. 
Dr Aruna Uprety, an expert in women and family health, says, "Women who are anaemic and smoke heavily suffer more from the side effects of contraceptives and in some cases it may also lead to depression." As the users of contraceptives suffer long from the side effects, those women who opt for contraceptives should be informed on the possible harms of contraceptives. As rising number women suffer from the side effects of contraceptives, they will be negative towards their use. So the problems should be solved immediately.  

Dr Uprety says that women alone are not responsible for finding the solution to the problems. If men use condoms, problems stemming from the use of such contraceptive can be minimized in an easy way. 
(Sharma is associated with Himal News Magazine.)
Women's 33 Percent Representation in CA Unlikely 

Ram Kala Khadka 

If the political parties do not field women candidacies in their stronghold constituencies and not choose half of the nominated quotas, the proportional representation would not ensure 33 percent women representation in the upcoming CA election.          

The Interparty Women's Alliance and a campaign of 24 organizations affiliated to various political parties of Nepal came up with a demand of retaining 33 percent women representation in the upcoming Constituent Assembly (CA) immediately after the announcement of the poll date. The alliance met with senior leaders of the four major political parties, the President, the Prime Minister and the Chief Election Commissioner and handed over a memorandum, demanding 33 percent women representation the CA.

Women leaders and women's rights activists, who had been raising the voice for 33 percent women representation in the CA, have been exerting pressure on the political leaders to maintain 33 percent within 491 members proposed for the new CA. These women were not in favour of increasing the number of CA members to previous 601 in order to maintain their representation with 33 percent. However, in order to encompass various fringe parties, the number of CA members has been retained as 601. Ms Shashi Shrestha, a CPN Maoist leader, is not optimistic of 33 percent participation of women in the upcoming CA despite the increment in the number.
"Given the present situation the electoral system, there is no possibility of 33 percent representation of women in the new CA. In the 2008 CA election 12.5 percent women won the FPTP election, but now the major political parties have reduced the number of women candidates. Therefore, in totality, fewer women are recommended for candidacy," she says.

She complains that even the Election Act is not much women-friendly. No guarantee of 33 percent and provision that allows fringe parties not to fully comply with PR are basically the major factors that hinder retaining 33 percent representation this time. Despite the gloomy scenario, our main goal is to ensure 33 percent representation for which we have been continuing our dialogues with the leaders of various political parties through the Interparty Women's Alliance, she adds.

If this strategy fails to ensure 33 percent, other options could be raising the number of proportional representation or selecting 50 percent women out of 26 nominations. 

The first CA election elected 33 percent women and become a role model for the rest of the world. In order to retain the glory, women leaders and rights activists have been working hard this time as well. Ms Binda Pandey, former CA member, says that even with 601-member CA, there is no guarantee for 33 percent women representation and the male leaders of political parties have an important role to play for securing 33 percent women participation. She also said that the CPN UML had decided to induct one third women candidate, but the party was discussing the number from the FPTP and PR systems.

"Those who are likely to be ticketed by the party may not opt for the FPTP; those who are interested to contest the FPTP are unlikely to get ticket. Therefore, in order to ensure 33 percent women representation in the CA, the women who are ticketed by the party for the FPTP should be ready to contest the election," she suggests. 

The EC also seems positive towards ensuring 33 percent women participation in the CA. The difficulties for ensuring 33 percent representation with 491-member CA are no more with increased number of 601 members. Therefore, if political parties do not field candidacies securing 33 percent, it is deemed their villainy, says Ms Ila Sharma, Election Commissioner. The Election Act requires the political parties to ensure 33 representation of women through the FPTP and PR and we will cause them to abide by the legal provision, claims Sharma. 

The 2008 CA election was historic in terms of 33 percent women representation and participation of other marginalized groups and became model for other countries. Bhoj Raj Pokharel, former Chief Election Commissioner, says, "Had the President, while removing difficulties, made it mandatory that if a party won just a single seat it should nominate women only, and had he made it compulsory to field 60 percent women through PR, the shortfall could be compensated through PR."  

Only 9.5 percent women candidates were fielded in the 2008 CA election. But there is no alternative to raising the percentage this time. "To ensure 33 percent women representation without amending the Election Act is to increase the number of CA members alone. Political parties should commit to fielding at least 20 percent women candidacy," he said. 

Women's representation in the upcoming CA is not only a prestige issue for women rather an issue national image. Therefore, women leaders and rights activists have been demanding that either by compensating through PR or through nomination, 33 percent participation should be ensured. Pandey says that though being elected through the FPTP enhances one's capacity, it is a wrong notion to consider the winning FPTP candidate as special and those elected through PR as an ordinary. 

"In an FPTP election, a candidate garners votes from a single constituency out of 240 whereas in PR one is elected by the entire voters of the nation. Therefore, the process of becoming a CA member is not as relevant as carrying out one's duty as a constitution maker," she explains. 

In the first CA, the members from marginalized communities incorporated through PR got an opportunity to develop their leadership. If the opportunity is continued in the second CA, undoubtedly more women from marginalized communities would be able to establish themselves as leaders. Therefore, women leaders and rights activists, in order to ensure 33 percent participation in the CA, should put pressure on the political parties to field as many as possible female candidates. Likewise, if the target could not be achieved through the FPTP, it should be met through PR and nomination for which unity among all women is inevitable.

(Khadka is associated with Annapurna Post daily.)
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