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Desai: World Bank Inspection Panel Update

WCL Human Rights Clinic Champions Women’s Rights

by Angela Collrer

lez was found dead in a dumping

ground known to be used by govern-
ment security forces in Puerta del Diablo,
El Salvador. She had been tortured and
raped. Ana was the daughter of a member
of COMADRES, an organization formed in
1979 by the wives and daughters of men
who disappeared under the military dicta-
torship of General Humberto Romero of
El Salvador.

In 1991, the International Human
Rights Law Clinic (IHRLC), at the Wash-
ington College of Law (WCL), filed a peti-
tion with the Inter-American Commission
on Human Rights. THRLC requested an
investigation into the Salvadoran govern-
ment's actions against COMADRES and
sought recommendations for redressing
abuses against COMADRES and its mem-
hers. According to Professor Rick Wilson,
Director of IHRLC, the COMADRES peti-
tion marks the first time law students have
argued before the Commission.

In 1980, 22-year-old Ana Delmi Gonza-
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Jason Davidson, a WCL student work-
ing on the case, hopes the Commission
will soon issue recommendations on the
manner of compensation that the Salvado-
ran government should offer to
COMADRES and its members. This is a
case that “can be casily forgotten due to
the peace accords in El Salvador,” says
Davidson. “It is important to resolve this
issue so the world does not forget about
the human rights abuses perpetrated
against innocent Salvadoran citizens and
against the women who championed their
rights.” According to Davidson, “the
women of COMADRES played an impor-
tant role in Salvadoran society by exposing
human rights violations against innocent
people. The women peacefully asked for
an accounting of those who susplcmusly
disappeared during 13 years of civil war.”
Davidson noted that women’s organiza-
tions similar to COMADRES in other

countries have also heen very successful,
underscoring the ability of women to fight
peacefully for redress in human rights
cases.

Amy Schaner, another WCL student
assigned to the case, explains that the
Commission has yet to issue recommenda-
tions because the United Nations Salvado-
ran Truth Commission had previously
addressed COMADRES’ concerns in a
report concerning human rights abuses in
El Salvador. Nonethless, Schaner and
Davidson believe the Commission can
legitimately consider the COMADRES
petition; they hope the Commission will
resolve this issue in the next few weeks.

In a separate case. IHRLC intern
Monserrat Miller accompanied a female
Sudanese immigrant last summer to an
interview at the offices of the Immigration
and Natural Service (INS). The woman
sought political asvlum because the
Sudanese government persecuted her for
wearing western dress.

According to the Summary of the Case
submitted by IHRLC “women who did not
cover their entire bodies, with the excep-
tion of their hands and eyes, were suscepti-
ble to punishment on the basis of a recent
law.” The clinic argued that the Sudanese
woman was a member of a group of “Mus-
lim women who are persecuted due to
their refusal to wear [traditional dress].”
The woman was eventually granted asylum.

According to Miller, “political asylum”
is a misnomer because the INS may grant
asylum for reasons other than political per-
secution. Miller explained there are five
grounds upon which the INS may grant
political asylum: persecution or a well-
founded fear of persecution on account of
race, religion, nationality, membership in
a particular social group, or political opin-
ion. Miller stated that the case was unique
because it involved the larger issue of
asserting that asvlum law should consider
women as a social group. “It was unusual
to argue for asylum on the basis of wom-
en’s issues,” she said. Although U.S. immi-
gration law is not settled on this point,
THRLC asserted that some international
courts have found that women are a social
group entitled to protection. In this case,
INS granted asylum, though not entirely
on the basis of the social group to which
the women belonged; the case involved
political persecution as well. @
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