 Family 28 June 2006

Dear friends
I have posted my latest news below. The objective of my regular bulletins is to keep my friends and contacts updated with development news as well as my own activities. If you would prefer not to receive further newsletters please don't hesitate to let me know.
In the middle of this month, 11 years after the establishment of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda and four years to its closure, it recognised that genocide happened in Rwanda in 1994. That is two years after the UN recognised its failure to stop the genocide when nearly one million people were slaughtered in 100 days. On 2 June a UN court trying the masterminds of the genocide, handed down a six-year sentence to a former director of a radio station whose broadcasts encouraged the killings of Tutsi "cockroaches". 
I continue to be profoundly affected by information about the genocide as I visit various memorials and hear of more atrocities. Last week I traveled to the launch of the new village telephones scheme, based on the Bangladesh Grameen model, and on the way back to Kigali called in to a church set aside as a memorial. 70,000 people who had sheltered there had been killed and there was gruesome evidence with broken skulls and bones laid out in long lines. On 4 June in one district the remains of 435 victims were exhumed from scatted holes and pit latrines after confessed genocide convicts revealed to survivors the whereabouts of their relatives' missing bodies. Over 1.2 million children in Rwanda, about 30 percent, are vulnerable orphans, 83 percent of whom live in rural areas. Many are heads of households. Only 7 percent of these lost their parents to HIV/AIDS. Over 35 percent of Rwandese households are homes to adopted children. 
The genocide is not yet history and many of the architects and executors are still at large. Rwanda is the only country in the world that is attempting to bring about national reconciliation between the perpetrators and the victims of genocide - people living side by side who 12 years ago were killing each other. The scars of genocide are still real, so this process is quite remarkable. It is daunting to bring 80,000 individuals to justice and is taking a long time. The judicial infrastructure was destroyed in 1994 when most of the nation’s judges and legal staff were killed or fled. Since last year grassroots courts known as Gacaca began hearings of genocide perpetrators. According to the UN refugee agency up to 20,000 of them, many from the Hutu ethnic group, have fled, citing persecution by Gacaca tribunals that were established to cut the backlog of cases handled by conventional courts. The Burundian government has turned down 95 percent of applications from these Rwandan asylum seekers. 
A joint report of UNDP and the UN Office of the High Representative for Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States has categorized this unique Rwanda community-based justice system as among “just two of the pioneering democratic governance initiatives”. The Gacaca court system, an innovative alternative to the delays of the formal justice structures, emphasizes public involvement in rendering justice to the accused. It provides a forum for witnesses, survivors and assumed perpetrators to debate about what happened during the genocide. The goal is to establish the truth and identify the victims and the guilty. The UN report also singles out roving judges in the Maldives as another indicator that the most vulnerable countries are leading the world in democratic innovation. 

Rwanda is also making a great contribution towards domestic reconciliation and peace in the troubled Great Lakes region and in Darfur Sudan Over 2000 Rwandese troops are in the African Union Mission in Darfur. 

Another unique community initiative in Rwanda is the Umuganda day, the last Saturday of each month, when the people take part in activities that are aimed at benefiting the community, bringing in the harvest, helping the sick and older people, planting trees, collecting rubbish and tidying the streets. After Bangladesh I find Rwanda extraordinarily clean. 
I had the opportunity recently to visit a new Tutsi refugee camp on the border of Tanzania. Our Rotary club donated food and oil for the refugees. Some of these hundreds of long time Rwandan refugees had been married to Tanzanians for over 50 years but were suddenly expelled. Most of those returning rarely find their property that they left years back. This leaves a great majority of them internally displaced. It is still not possible in some African nations for a foreign spouse to take the citizenship of his or her partner, or for the children to automatically become citizens. This is also the case in some Pacific countries, for example in Tonga, where this week its Privy Council has agreed to allow dual citizenship for Tongans - welcomed by women who lose their Tongan nationality when they marry foreign men. And in Asia, for example in Nepal, where last week the UNFPA hailed a decision by Nepal's reinstated House of Representatives to grant citizenship rights to children born to Nepali mothers as "a milestone in the advancement of women's civil and political rights." Previously only fathers could pass on citizenship. The House also called for 33 percent of civil service jobs to be reserved for women.
At weekends I continue to fit in some sight seeing in this beautiful country. I visited the Volcanoes National Park for the 2006 naming of 12 new baby gorillas - a marvelous program of traditional dancing in fantastic scenery The UK and US ambassadors gave the names Big Ben and Liberty to two gorillas. The President of the Senate and the First Lady named two babies Urumuli (light) and Agaseke (decorated basket). The beautiful peace baskets of Rwanda, most of them made by genocide widows, have opened a global market for women artisans. Federated Department Stores, the parent company of Macy's, a key US partner of the Rwanda Path to Peace project, received UNIFEM's first Global Championship Award for this initiative. 
Until recently, political power in Africa has been wielded almost exclusively by men, whose legacy in the most part has been one of corruption, discrimination, despotism and war. Today women are also holding key government positions. The African union in July 2004 signed a declaration on gender equality and is living this reality by having a 50-50 parliament in terms of gender representation. The African parliament is led by a women, Ms Gertrude Mongela of Tanzania. Among 118 MPs in Burundi, 55 are women and in Rwanda 48.8 percent are women. These figures are substantially ahead of the United States, at 14.8 per cent, and the United Kingdom, at 17.9 per cent. It should make a difference
So far the Pacific record of women in parliament is poor. In the Pacific sub-region, excluding Australia and New Zealand, women MPs make up only 3.5% of the members of Parliament, the second lowest region in the world and only slightly higher than the Islamic Arab sub-region. Fiji out of all the independent Pacific Islands countries has the highest percentage of women in parliament, recently rising from 8.5%. Samoa has 6.1%, Kiribati 4.8%, Vanuatu 3.8%, Marshalls 3%, PNG 0.9% and many - Solomons, Tuvalu, Palau, Nauru and the Federated States of Micronesia – with no women at all. Women have been powerful advocates for peace in the Solomons, as have the women in Bougainville and Timor Leste during the recent revival of civil strife. Their courage and activism as they fight for peace in the midst of extreme violence has been extraordinary. 
Last week Secretary-General Kofi Annan named Canadian, Carolyn McAskie, who until recently was his top envoy to Burundi, as Assistant Secretary-General for Peacebuilding Support. On 8 June, the UN General Assembly elected Haya Rashed Al-Khalifa of Bahrain to serve as president of its 61st session, the first woman to be elected to the office since 1969, and one of only three women who have ever served as the Assembly's head. She was one of the first two women to practice law in Bahrain and has been a pioneering force for women's rights throughout her country and the world.

The public service here in Rwanda moves as slowly as most other developing countries I have worked in. My car is still in customs, six months after leaving Bangladesh. I received my work permit last week and hope that I will at last have my passport again with a visa before Friday when I leave for three weeks holidays in Australia. I will have a weekend with Erica and then two weeks with my mother in Perth, while Erica is overseas. On 17 July I will spend two days with Julie and Nathan in Adelaide – Doug is still in Afghanistan. Then I will be in Sydney until 24 July, missing Andrew who will be in Europe for the World Rowing Championships, but it will be great to catch up with the other children and grandchildren. I hope to see some of you – 0419 005 936.
I have thoroughly enjoyed my first five months in Rwanda. A great achievement has been the formation of the Rwanda Association of University Women. We already have the nearly 50 paid members necessary for full affiliation with the international body. This should make a great difference in encouraging the 0.5 percent of women graduates in Rwanda to continue their studies and to mentor other women. 

Love and peace to you

Shirley 

