15 May 2006

Dear friends
This is an in-between-quarterly-newsletters family letter – I should be writing more frequently – I am keeping busy and occupied with work, and fun things as well. 

Yesterday was quite an adventure. I traveled with four others to Kibuye Province in the west, leaving Kigali at 11am because it was community work day and we were not allowed on the roads before then. On these days our French lesson extends from 7-11am. The journey there was magnificent, fantastic hills and greenery, and after a pleasant lunch we embarked on a restful motorboat trip around Lake Kivu. This is the Great Lakes region of central Africa, and at 2,700 sq km, Lake Kivu is one of the greatest. Its waters have dual nationality: they are shared by Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. For the tourist, Lake Kivu conjures serenity and peacefulness. The world's oldest stone tools have been found on its shores. When we reached Napoleon’s Hat Island, the most famous island in the middle of the lake, one of the young men and the boat tiller climbed the hill to send thousands of fruit bats squealing into the sky – a magnificent sight. However the captain could not get the outboard motor started again and it was some hours before a rescue boat came to pull us back to the shore. We were so relieved we did not mind the night return trip to Kigali along a windy road that earlier had given us breathtaking views. 
I am so pleased to have the opportunity to see something of this wonderful country, usually on weekends, as my work at this stage is mostly keeping me in the office during the week. I mentioned two houseguests in my last letter: my Rwandese friend Eunice who is now in Uganda and Kenya for a few weeks, and UK PhD student, Georgina. George returned to England after some very busy days interviewing Rwandans about the film and television portrayal of women, especially related to the genocide. I enjoyed the April rains that so poignantly remind survivors of that terrible time, and have just caught another film on the genocide that is worth seeing if you have the opportunity – Sometimes in April. 
I now have three other houseguests for the next four months, all completely by chance, so life is interesting outside of work too. Jen is an American MBA graduate with some years experience in Africa, who is working for Grameen and establishing a village phone program here. Sharon, a Canadian and former high powered advertising executive, is volunteering at a local government primary school and plans to establish her own school next year. She is teaching English at a school with 2,500 children, taking seven classes every day with about 60 children in each class. Then Arjaan is a Netherlands SNV Intern working for four months on our Pro-Poor Tourism initiative – a very fine young man who asked SNV for accommodation over this period. Jen and Sharon advertised, without initial success, in a local diplomatic paper for shared accommodation, and because I have four spare bedrooms until the family comes in December, I thought it would be good to offer. We all share similar values and the house is big enough not to be in each other’s way so it has been good for all of us. I still have a spare room for Eunice’s occasional visits and of course for you if you are visiting Rwanda. I am very much looking forward to my Netherlands friend Gerda’s visit in August.
A couple of weeks ago three of us spent a day traveling down South to Butare, a two hour drive on a good road to see the national museum, the national university and visit another genocide memorial – absolutely shocking with limed skeletons in several rooms showing evidence of the most terrible injuries. On another weekend we went to Lake Muhazi in the east and visited a museum showing the traditional houses of Rwanda. Then I returned to Butare last week to speak on gender at a Rotaract International conference and assist the university students from five neighouring nations to develop gender projects. I have traveled east to meet with two district councils in relation to our governance work on water, sanitation and health.
I am undertaking many of these visits partly with the objective of planning a program for the family’s stay. I have yet to visit the Nyungwe Forest, which a British/New Zealand expedition team have declared is the longest source of the Nile. They are the first people to have ascended the complete Nile from sea to source arriving there on 31 March. The team traveled over 6,700km in three, tiny 4m boats, survived a rebel attack which killed one of their aides and overcame huge obstacles including the crash of their Flying RIB, massive rapids, crocodile charges, serious tropical diseases and horrendous logistics. They spent 80 days on the River Nile and traveled through five African countries. The last part of the expedition saw them abandon their tiny boats and trek some 70km through thick forest, sometimes being forced to wade in the fast running Nile. This is the first team to re-measure the entire length of the Nile. The Ascend the Nile team now believe the river to be at least 107 km longer than previously thought, an interesting challenge for compilers of school atlases and encyclopedias.
Poor rains in Rwanda’s south and east have put at risk about 300,000 people who, according to the UN World Food Programme (WFP), have been forced to eat grass and cassava leaves to survive. We were ready to do the walk against want last weekend, especially when WFP said it did not have enough stocks to deal with starvation. However the government publicly denied this, castigated WFP for bad research and false publicity, said they had the situation under control and the walk was cancelled. 
There is quite a lot of home entertaining. I have been to the homes of US staff and on Friday will have another party for SNV staff, to welcome Aryaan and to farewell Abdel one of the advisers working with coffee in Market Access for the Poor. The following Saturday we will have a party for other friends in Kigali.
Thursday I hosted the international women’s evening book club in my home and I have appreciated the opportunity to do some reading to contribute to sharing our experiences with literature. I am much more relaxed in Rwanda, with Rotary meetings on Monday evenings (a French club so assisting my language learning adding to the four lessons I am taking each week), choir on Tuesday and a film at the American Club on Saturday. Two nights last week were spent at a dress rehearsal and then performance for the “Around the World Concert: - I played the piano for the German choir, and sang in the finale with the Australian flag. They were great nights, jointly sponsored by both Rotary and the international women’s group so I did my share of selling tickets and door duty, including handing out the bouquets to the Minister and other VIPs. A lot of talent here with 28 country items and the funds going to the Kigali School of Music.

In the three months I have been here I have made some amazing contacts with women and women’s organisations, have established the Rwanda Association of University Women and secured several clients for SNV, working with three major partners, UNIFEM, DFID and Canada Cooperation. The intention was that gender should be a cross cutting issue in SNV but it clearly has enough expertise, partners and clients to be a practice area on its own. The danger with gender mainstreaming is that it gets left out of specific plans and funding. Our new Country Director from Burkina Faso in West Africa is very keen on this development. I marched with the Beijing Platform for Action Secretariat for the Labour Day celebration – the only female expatriate, although a male expatriate was marching with the government’s ICT team.
The saga with the work permit and visa continue. After some expense and considerable inconvenience my new PhD certificate from UNE Armidale arrived, but then I was told that the scanned police clearance was not sufficient and the government needed the original. At last all documentation is complete and the committee met on Thursday to clear everything. However the important representative from the Ministry of Immigration was absent so no decisions could be made and I wait for another week. I hope everything is approved before 23 June when I am due to leave Kigali for Harare. 
In relation to family, Douglas is well, motivated and greatly enjoying the challenge of being in Afghanistan, working as a GP, an aviation medical doctor, an environmental health officer, a tropical medicine specialist and teacher. He is also learning basic Pashtu - the main language of Southern Afghanistan. His account of Afghanistan makes me realize how fortunate I am to be in this country. He reports that the World Bank and other agencies poured money into Afghanistan after 2001 for agriculture, health, education, governance etc. But the irrigation projects and tractors have been used to grow poppies rather than food crops. Some 90 percent of the cultivated land in these six Southern Provinces is used for opium production. The schools are bombed regularly (176 schools in Kandahar Province last year). The Taliban threaten the locals with cutting off the ears and gouging out the eyes of any child that attends school. Health is a failure because the major roads are all mined, making travel difficult plus the cultural restrictions still prohibit women in rural areas leaving their homes without the escort of a male relative. The police are given two uniforms and USD $50 a month. They receive three weeks training, little equipment and few vehicles. Their road blocks are often ineffective because they lack communications or the numbers to defend against truckloads of militia that just shoot their post down. 

Andrew has had a busy time and is now taking his Kings School crew to Henley Regatta in England and then the Under 23 Fours to the World Championships in Europe. I am hoping he can call in to Rwanda on the way back to assess the organisation for the family at the end of the year – as he did with the family visit to Bangladesh. Ellen is coaching elite rowers but not going overseas this year, spending a lot of time providing extra curricular activities for Jessicca and Alicia. Erica is doing well with her yoga teaching exams and traveling overseas in July, when I will be back in Australia for time with Jenny and a quick visit to the children and grandchildren. Before that I have a one week course in Zimbabwe that I hope will still be going ahead despite a fairly critical funding problem in SNV at the moment.
I received my first mail from Australia this month, a birthday card taking seven weeks to get here. Another postcard was here in a couple of weeks. We are so privileged to have easy email access and I do enjoy your messages – thank you. 
Love and peace. 
Shirley 
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