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Evaluating the national-level implementation of the two documents we have come up 
to talk about, as a panelist with the NGO background (B.a.B.e. – Be active. Be 
emancipated), I feel my duty is to be critical rather than positive. Moreover, I have 
been active in an NGO that has been founded eleven years ago as a national, strategic 
group dedicated to advocacy and lobbying for affirmation and implementation of 
women's human rights, whose maxim - ”We believe that gender democracy is an 
essential part of any democracy, and that a state, which denies equal rights to women 
and minority groups, can not call itself democratic. We believe that the advancement 
of women is impossible unless and until their equal rights are fully protected.” - has 
been a foundation to all planned and implemented activities since its inception. I am a 
feminist, citizen of Croatia, a country that has, as all the other governments of the 
region, ratified CEDAW and signed BPA. However, like in a famous Oscar Wilde’s 
novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, the Croatian Government has very often presented 
only the attractive and smiling face to the world, while the darker image was kept 
hidden from outside scrutiny, visible only to us who cared - and dared. 
 
The time of transition from a one party system to democracy, difficult enough in 
itself, in the case of my country has been additionally burdened by the war. For the 
first couple of years women were forced to deal only with the consequences of war – 
helping refugees, supporting and trying to heal trauma of women in exile, women 
victims of rape, women left alone, homeless and resourceless. Overwhelmed with 
work, women’s human rights activists have only gradually realized that the social and 
political context had dramatically changed. Patriarchy, existent, but never so bluntly 
visible and vocally supported during the time of socialism, has started to emerge as 
the exclusively acceptable and reasonable mode of life. Silencing women’s voice in 
the public sphere (decline of women MPs from 17% to 4,8%), and pushing them back 
to a realm of privacy as mothers and housewives, questioning the legality of the Law 
on Reproductive Rights, finally revealed which value system was going to be 
promoted in public discourse. Education, media, Catholic Church sermons forcefully 
tried to manufacture consent (as Noam Chomsky would put it) of the whole 
population. Old myths of true womanhood were presented as everlasting and 
unquestionable, and there were no differing opinions let to be heard.  
 
Desperate, but not willing to surrender without struggle, only couple of dozen women 
activists started to look around the world for help and support. And, of course, they 
found it - in other countries of the region, in the European Union, in the United 
States, continent of Africa, South America – everywhere. We traveled around the 
globe, and women were visiting us. We were trained, we have been taught, we 
explored and learned, becoming educators ourselves in the process. But, in the quest 
for justice and equality, introduction to The Convention on the Elimination of All 
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proof, with international legitimacy, and guidelines for defining what constitutes 
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mainstreaming. The fact that most of its members were not aware of the distinction 
between gender and sex was not important.   
 
The first National Policy was a kind of «underground» document, not widely 
published and not recognized even by authorities, not to mention general public. Most 
of the proposed actions were not carried out (as they have never even meant to be 
implemented), or were performed in a formal and not substantially serious manner. 
The National Policy was once again a wish list without political will that would 
encourage implementation.  
 
After the 2000 the Commission got one professional person who was placed at the 
Office for Human Rights. However, the principle of recruiting the members remained 
the same. The most important part of the work of the Commission was preparation of 
the National Policy for Promotion of Sex Equality and the Law on Equality of Sexes 
(which had been drafted formerly by B.a.B.e. and a team from The Faculty of Law5). 
In the preparation of the draft of the National Policy NGOs were included although 
our proposal to prioritize 5, instead of mechanical repetition of all BPA
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substantiated by the results of certain research as well as the analysis of textbooks 
from subjects in social sciences and humanities which were carried out by several 
women’s NGOs.6  
 
“Importance” of gender equality for the government could also be illustrated through 
the data given regarding the financial support to the programs and projects through 
the governmental Office for NGOs. According to our analysis it is obvious that 
percentage of the total amount allocated to the NGOs dealing with gender equality 
was only 4.91% in 1999, 7.25% in 2000, 8.71% in 2001, 9.60% in 2002 and 8.36% in 
20037 of total amount given to NGOs in general. It should also be mentioned that the 
financial support given to each organization was effectively diminishing, as the 
number of the organizations that received grants increased disproportionably in 
correlation with significantly smaller increase of the amount given to the gender 
equality programs and projects.8

http://www.uzuvrh.hr/
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As almost a concluding point, I would like to quote Ms. Bani Dugal:”CEDAW10 has 
been critically important for NGOs. It has provided NGOs with a recognized standard 
and a framework for articulating specific rights, which have empowered and 
emboldened NGOs in their work with governments. NGOs have taken an active role 
in the reporting process, providing alternative reports and comments on the reports of 
their respective countries, advocating for the withdrawal of their country’s 
reservations, monitoring provisions for gender equality in national constitutions and 
pushing further for their full implementation.” The same could be said for the BPA.  
 
Unfortunately, this could not be used to describe actions of all former and present 
Croatian governments. 
 
And, at the very end, I am going to add my own statement.  We will continue to do it. 
Albeit all the obstacles that are constantly being found on the road that might take us 
to the world without prejudice and unfairness, to the world where all individuals have 
equal rights. Where diversity is praised and valued.   
 
At least, my organization will not surrender.  Even though in December of 2004 
Alliance of major churches has been created, and their demand to make abortion 
illegal presented to the Government, and albeit the Bishops’ Conference Statement 
that artificial insemination is immoral and brings to life children who are things and 
not human beings. And although, at the moment, whilst I am speaking, my colleagues 
are moving our office to the apartment in a dark basement as we have not enough 
funding to cover rent expenses. From our dark rooms we will continue to look up into 
the sky, hoping that some day our Government will be ready to share our vision, and 
even honestly and wholeheartedly support it. 
 
Sanja Sarnavka 
 
☼ I use in all names of institutions or bodies term sex and not gender because our 
Government uses it. 
 
Several paragraphs have been taken out of the Report NGO REPORT to the 
Committee on Elimination of Discrimination against Women on the occasion of 
Second and Third Report of Republic of Croatia, 2004; I have changed them slightly, 
and only marked at the end where the passage has been taken from. 
 
In addition, there are 4 scans of a publication Women and Media, 1998, where we, as 
recommendation on how to diminish sexism and stereotyping in the media quote 
recommendations of the CEDAW Committee and Section J from the BPA   
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