15 October 2006

Dear friends
This Rwanda update on development issues and my activities is sent from time to time. Please feel free to forward it to anyone you think would be interested. You should let me know if you want to be taken off the mailing list. If you receive this e-mail direct from me and you wish to keep receiving it, you need to say so once every three years, as the list is updated every year to remove any people who have been silent for that time – i.e. the Christmas 2007 update will only go to people who have contacted me since Christmas 2004. 

I began writing this update over a month ago while returning to Kigali after a wonderful break in Uganda – mostly on safari in the Kibale forest and Queen Elizabeth (QE) Park. I was with my friend Gerda Leushuis from the Netherlands, who then stayed three weeks with me in Rwanda. While in Uganda I called in to two regional offices of SNV, met with members of the Uganda Association of University Women (UAUW) and spoke with other colleagues. Now I am completing this update in the bus on the way home from Kampala again. I travelled over the weekend to attend the annual general meeting and elections of UAUW. Sadly my wallet was stolen - that left a sour taste to a happy occasion.
Uganda is the African nation said to be the fastest-growing country in the world, projected to have a population larger than Russia or Japan in just a few generations. A typical Ugandan woman gives birth to seven children - an extraordinarily high fertility rate that has remained largely unchanged for more than 30 years. In the rest of world, including developing nations in Asia and South America, fertility rates have steadily declined to an average of 2.3 children to each mother. Most countries will experience only modest population growth in the coming decades. Some countries, particularly in eastern Europe, will see their numbers decline. But, on current projections, by 2050 Chad, Mali, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, Niger, Burundi and Malawi - all among the poorest nations in the world - are projected to triple in size. Nigeria will have become the world's fourth biggest country. DCR and Ethiopia will have vaulted into the top 10 for the first time. Nearly a quarter of the world's population will come from Africa - up from one in seven today. Rwanda has made reduction in population growth through family planning a major initiative in its 2007-2011 Economic Development Poverty Reduction Strategy (EDPRS).
The peace talks in Juba, Uganda between the Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) and the Ugandan government have made surprising progress, with a formal cessation of hostilities agreement signed on 26 August. Though there are reasons for optimism, the challenges are daunting. The discrepancies over expectations within the LRA itself, the questionable legitimacy of its delegation in Juba, differences in agenda and vision between the two parties, and limited capacity, all suggest a two-phase mediation strategy may be required. 

The safari and game drives that Gerda and I experienced in Uganda’s QE Park were wonderful. Although QE has no giraffes, we saw a leopard, a lion, three hyenas many elephants, Ugandan kobs, bushbucks, waterbucks, hippopotamus, buffalo, monkeys, warthogs and a large number of the 611 species of birds. The Kibale forest was also magnificent. I went on a chimp walk there so I would not feel I was missing out at Christmas when my 12 family visitors over 15 years of age go on the gorilla trek and the four over 8 year-olds simultaneously go on a walk to see golden monkeys. I will find something exciting to do with Jessicca & Alicia who will be too young for treks to either gorillas or golden monkeys.
Gerda and I had two weekends sightseeing in the Rwandan countryside. The first was a visit to the beautiful Nyungwe forest and the second to Lake Kivu, Gisenyi. From there we went on to Goma in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). We stayed overnight at an orphanage to inspect a project being implemented by a church group with Virginia Gildersleeve International Funds. The contrast between DCR and Rwanda is stark. The 2002 volcanic eruption in Goma has left its mark and the town is still covered in greyblack ash and very dirty – a startling difference from the cleanliness of the streets in Rwanda. Since 1998, nearly 4 million people have died from violence, hunger and war-related illness in DRC. According to studies by the International Rescue Committee, Congo has had the deadliest conflict anywhere in the world in the past 60 years. Officially the war ended in 2003, but there is ongoing conflict and displacement. DRC is still politically unsettled as the current President failed to win 50 percent of the vote in the July elections and there is to be a rerun before the end of the year. The 2006 elections were the first democratic multi-party polls in this former Belgian central African colony after four decades of dictatorship.
On the third weekend of Gerda’s visit we went to the house of Claude, my guard/gardener/pool manager whose wife has just given birth to their first child. Claude is an orphan head of household. He has five brothers and sisters living with him in a four roomed house. All are unemployed, even though one brother has completed university and another secondary school. It is hard to imagine how Claude manages on his salary. The next day we attended the wedding of Emmanuel, an SNV colleague – an all-day affair. At 10 in the morning we visited the home of the bride, a fascinating experience. The bride’s family at first said she had ‘changed her mind and flown to Burundi’, but after several minutes of bantering and inspecting the gift of five cows, everyone celebrated the giving of the bride. In the afternoon, Emmanual and his wife were among four couples getting married at the Kigali Roman Catholic Cathedral. (Rwanda is encouraging mass weddings to formalise couples relationships – sometimes over 100 marriages occur at the same time.) In the evening we attended the elaborate wedding party at the Green Hills Academy, followed by an informal staff get together in a local tavern for the stayers. 
According to the latest UN health estimates, up to 3 million women a year lose their lives to gender-based violence (GBV) or neglect. Some 600,000 die in childbirth, many for lack of medical attention or sanitation. Millions more are victims of infanticide in countries that value male over female children. Women account for almost half of all HIV/AIDS cases worldwide, and in Africa, close to 70 per cent of infected people are women. Elderly women, often the poorest, are left to care for the children of AIDS victims. As many as 4 million girls and women a year are sold into prostitution. Two million suffer genital mutilation, often in conditions that lead to lifelong pain, infection and premature death. One woman in five is a victim of rape or attempted rape during her lifetime. UN social statistics are also daunting. The number of women over 60 is growing, and they are more likely than men to end their days in poverty. Women are more insecure in the working world, unemployed longer and more frequently than men. They are also educationally handicapped; two-thirds of the world's 876 million illiterates are women.

Rwanda is making progress in dealing with some of these issues. Last week was the 10th anniversary of the establishment of the Forum of Rwandan Women Parliamentarians (FWRP). I enjoyed participating in the two days of celebrations in the Parliament. One of the Forum’s greatest achievements has been the recent drafting of a GBV bill. This has been widely discussed in consultations over the last two years and is very advanced. It contains clauses on rape within marriage as well as payment for women’s work in the home as part of family property in negotiating divorce settlements. I observed the first debate of this legislation. Eighteen women and 21 men spoke to the bill, the great majority in favour. It has been unanimously accepted to go to the Commissions for review before the adoption debate. FRWP and UNIFEM have been influential in setting up a gender desk at all police posts in Rwanda, establishing a hot line (free toll telephone) and rapid response when a case is reported. UNDP has provided motorbikes to the national police for this purpose. There has also been training for all law enforcement agencies, local leaders, teachers, doctors, community based organisations, etc. on GBV. Other neighbouring countries have also passed GBV laws recently. The most notable of these, Kenya, lost the rape within marriage and traditional practices (genital mutilation) clauses, but nevertheless passed a strong bill.
Progress continues to be made around the world in electing women to decision making positions. The new Swedish parliament is the most gender balanced in its history. Of the 349 parliament members, 47 percent are women (164 people). Sweden remains the second most gender-balanced parliament after Rwanda, where 48.8 percent of representatives are women. The next most successful country in Europe is Norway, where 37.9 percent of seats are held by women. Michelle Bachelet, the first woman President of Chile, has announced the composition of her cabinet, fulfilling her campaign promise to bring gender parity 50:50 to her cabinet. Portia Simpson Miller is Jamaica’s seventh Prime Minister and first female Head of Government. There are seven women ministers and 10 female deputy ministers in the cabinet of the newly elected President of Tanzania. 
The achievements of Pacific women, such as New Caledonian president Marie-Noelle Themereau, vice-president Dewe Gorode, New Zealand Prime Minister Helen Clark and Tonga’s Alisi Taumoepeau, the kingdom’s first female Cabinet minister, could create the impression that major gains in equality have been achieved there too. But the attention paid to the few influential women in power can obscure the fact that gross inequalities between men and women still exist in the Pacific as elsewhere. Nevertheless, the numbers of women in Parliament in Africa play a key role in passing gender-friendly legislation. I compare African progress with the struggle Pacific women and men have had to pass GBV legislation. There has been about 15 years of community consultation and debate on a family protection bill in Vanuatu and still no GBV law, in part because of the obstruction of male parliamentarians, chiefs and pastors. A critical mass of women parliamentarians might well make a difference.
I feel very encouraged about the progress of my work in Rwanda. SNV is playing a major part in ensuring that gender is mainstreamed in the EDPRS. I have been fully involved in this process, having chaired the gender shadow education sector working group and jointly chaired a gender subcommittee of the cross cutting issues sector working group. I attended three log frame workshops for the finance, infrastructure and education sectors to ensure gender integration into strategic plans. SNV worked with the Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion, UNIFEM and UDDP to hold a national workshop on ‘moving towards gender-based policy development in Rwanda’ as another major contribution to the EDPRS. Other work anticipated includes assisting the Rwanda Women Leaders Caucus (RWLC) and the Rwanda Institute of Administration and Management (RIAM) to conduct training sessions for women in career development, funded by Canada Cooperation. We are also working with the British development agency, DFID to staff RWLC’s office and put it on a sound footing, and with the the Ministry of Public Service, Skills Development and Labour on the five year plan for women’s employment. A Training Manual for water, sanitation and hygiene professionals in gender mainstreaming in WASH is nearing completion and I am lecturing on gender mainstreaming in the Public Service Induction Program organised by RIAM.
The Rwanda Association of University Women now has 125 financial members and has held its first public seminar – a Professor of Mathematics at the local university speaking on ‘Female access to and participation in higher education’ to an audience of over 50. Three of our members have won scholarships for master degree studies in England, the Netherlands and Costa Rica. Members of UAUW will attend our launch meeting in November.
On other matters, Bill Clinton has made his fourth visit to Rwanda since 1998. He has apologised for his personal failure and that of the US government to stop the 1994 genocide which claimed nearly a million lives. The Clinton Foundation is investing in health programs. The world’s richest man, Bill Gates has also visited and unveiled plans to construct a $900,000 facility to boost the health sector in the country. The Centre for Training and Operation Research will be an ultra-modern health facility to train local and regional health workers.
To finish on another bright note, Bangladeshi economist Professor Muhammad Yunus has received the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize jointly with the humanitarian Grameen Bank that he founded nearly 30 years ago. Professor Yunus set up the bank in 1976 with just $27 from his own pocket when he noticed the rates being charged by moneylenders and decided to 'free' a group of five village women in his village from the charges and fees by repaying all their loans. After seeing the impact this had on their ability to lift themselves and their families out of poverty and get on with their lives, he decided to found the micro-credit scheme. Since then, the economics professor has been offering loans in Bangladesh for poor people to do things like raise goats or chickens Thirty years on, the bank has 6.6 million borrowers, of which 97% are women, who pay back 99 percent of their loans. This concept of microcredit has spread to more than 40 countries, including Rwanda, and now into mobile telephones and health insurance. The Nobel Committee says schemes like microcredit are crucial because lasting peace can only be achieved if large numbers of people find ways to break out of poverty. The bank is now giving scholarships to 28,000 poor students annually and some 12,000 students have completed higher studies with their education loans.
I enjoyed some days alone in my large house following the departure of interns Arjaan (SNV), Alex (WFP), Jen (Grameen village phones) and Sharon (volunteer teacher). Living with me now are Aaron and Aemelia, two young American interns working with UNICEF, and Georgia Koutts, one of Ellen’s elite rowers, who is doing some voluntary work for the Rwandan Supreme Court and SNV. Aaron is a great cook and we are really enjoying his culinary prowess. I will shortly be hosting Elaine from the US who is on a Rotary project training trainers for the Caring Habits Program with the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission. Caring Habits provides a monthly theme for reducing bullying by improving relationships at school, at home, at work and in the community. October is "be patient and listen" month, and the caring color is "slow-down" lavender. October's goal is: “Find the patience to make more cherished memories out of your moments”. The website for the group is www.caringhabits.org. My latest personal joy to add to my cherished memories is learning to play the Rwandese drum!
I thoroughly enjoyed being in Australia in July and will be there again from 11-19 November (Perth), 20-21 (Adelaide), 22-26 (Sydney). I will be speaking to the Inaugural International Conference on Women in Leadership conference.  I hope that it may be possible to meet with some of you again.
Love and peace to you

Shirley 
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