Dear friends








7 March 2007

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 annually to remove any people who have been silent for that time. I have been waiting four months for an opportunity to complete the latest email address update and still have not done that, so am sending this out regardless. I did not even send good wishes for the New Year, so belated thanks for all your season’s greetings - I hope you are traveling well in 2007. 
I had my complete muster of 17 children and grandchildren with me in Rwanda for four weeks in December and January so it was an especially happy time for all of us. We hired a bus and traveled to Rwanda’s tourism attractions, including the gorillas in the mountains, the wild animals on safari, and the birds and monkeys in the forest. The cousins had a great time together and spent some days painting a mural in a library at an orphanage, thanks to the dedication of Emilia and artistic skills of Erica. Their learning included managing at times without water and electricity.
When I began drafting this some weeks ago, the most significant development in Rwanda had been the Government’s expulsion of the French ambassador with 24 hours notice and the closure of all French AID programs, including the French school and French cultural centre. The action was prompted by a French judge calling for President Kagame’s prosecution at the international criminal tribunal in Arusha over his alleged role in the April 1994 shooting down of the plane carrying the former President, which triggered the carefully planned genocide. Kagame denies any part in this and has accused the French of trying to hide their own role of complicity and direct participation in the genocide, currently being investigated by a Rwandan commission. Rwanda is ready to resume full diplomatic relations "when France will have put an end to its belligerent attitude against Rwanda." France is one of the very few nations who have not apologised for their role in the genocide. 

SNV was involved in planning for and monitoring the 16 days activism against gender violence. Our National Institute of Statistics released data that 31% of women in Rwanda have declared they were subjected to domestic violence after the age of 15, 19% over the last 12 months. For 10.2% of cases this occurred when they were pregnant. The violence was generally caused by their husband or partner. Rural women reported 20% and rural women 17%. In addition to physical violence, women reported emotional violence (12%) and sexual violence (13%), a total of 34% reported all three. These statistics are horrifying and the Rwanda Association of University Women is hoping to take up this issue as one of its research topics. There are now 178 members of RAUW and we are aiming at 300 by the end of the year. 
Rwanda was on the world stage last week when it hosted the International Women Parliamentarians Conference for 400 participants with world class speakers. I did my best to attract women from the Pacific – Dame Carol Kidu had to apologise when Parliament was called in PNG, and a breakdown in travel arrangements prevented Minister Isabelle Donald from Vanuatu attending, but Minister Ngamau from the Cook Islands made the long journey to represent her region. President Ellen Sirleaf from Liberia joined President Kagame in speaking inspirationally at opening and closing ceremonies, and Cherie Blair gave an excellent speech on women and violence. Two weeks before the conference I was asked by the parliamentarians to write a 50-page overview on Rwanda’s progress towards a gender equitable society – a huge, time-consuming challenge, but very satisfying and the publication was well received. I would be happy to send copies of this and the conference declaration on request. The only continent not represented at the conference was South America – very unfortunate given the huge progress women politicians are making there. Machismo Latin America is changing fast, as newly elected leftist leaders across the region are reaching out to appoint women to key Cabinet posts. Leaders are choosing women as their defence ministers, putting them in charge of keeping the peace in nations still grappling with legacies of military dictatorships. Ecuador's new president, Rafael Correa, has assigned women to seven of 17 Cabinet posts.

The mid term election in USA set a record with at least 71 new women in the US House of Representatives and 16 in the Senate. This display of women’s growing political powers also made history by elevating the first woman to the third most important post in the US Government. With Nancy Pelosi at the helm it is likely that more women will move up to important leadership roles in the House. Hilary Clinton is now a candidate for the Presidency, following what might be said to be eight years of on-the-job training.  

In other electoral news for women, five women were elected to the Samoan parliament, three of whom are now in Cabinet. Swaziland gender rights groups have welcomed the appointment of a woman to the post of deputy prime minister in a country that only granted women equal rights under the constitution in 2006. A woman has won a seat in Bahrain’s Parliament for the first time - Bahraini women were given the vote in a 2001 referendum. As well, Tonga's Prime Minister has recently proposed a law change enabling Tongan women to inherit their fathers’ land if they have no brothers. Tonga's royal ruler, King George Tupou V, promised more democratic government for his Pacific island nation after rioters went on a deadly rampage demanding faster political reforms and torching 80% of the downtown business area. 

Fiji's military chief, plunged the South Pacific island nation into its fourth coup in 20 years. The Government won a second five-year term in May, but Commodore Bainimarama declared it corrupt and too soft on those behind Fiji's 2000 coup. Some wonderfully courageous women have been among those opposing the takeover. One of them is Shamima Ali, who has just been given a “Woman of Courage” award, from the US Department of State, recognizing her “brave defence of freedom and human dignity in Fiji,” her “advocacy of women’s rights over many years” and “fearless stance on behalf of human rights and democracy in recent months”. A Pacific Eminent Persons group, composed entirely of men, has recommended that Bainimarama step down.

The new UN Secretary-General has appointed Dr. Asha-Rose Migiro of the United Republic of Tanzania as his Deputy Secretary-General. She was her country's first woman Minister for Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, working to attain peace, security and development in the Great Lakes Region. Looking back on 50 years in world development, retiring UN leader, Kofi Annan, commented on at least two major improvements: people in the developing world are living some 20 years longer, from 40 to 60; and more girls are going to school, by a similar ratio. Over the past 25 years of political change, the number of democracies has increased from 50 to 120, many still fragile. 

I keep in touch with friends made during previous assignments. Vanuatu's council of ministers has just declared a state of emergency in the capital Port Vila following deadly tribal clashes over black magic in the weekend. The conflict is between people of Tanna and Ambrym islands in a squatter settlement area on the fringe of the capital, which left two men dead, one from each side. Recent news from Bangladesh is more encouraging. After months of debilitating protest by the Awami League, which accused the Bangladesh Nationalist Party Government of rigging the electoral process, Bangladesh is now ruled by a caretaker administration. Fakhruddin Ahmed, a former central bank governor, is quietly supported by the army. Ahmed has promised to draft a new voter list and to issue voter identification cards before scheduling elections. That could potentially take months. His government has also vowed to cleanse politics of corruption and thuggery. Several thousand people, including high-ranking politicians from the two major parties, have been arrested. Dozens of politicians, bureaucrats and businessmen in Bangladesh have been called to account for their personal wealth, or risk having it be confiscated by the state. 2006 Nobel Peace Prize winner, Professor Muhammad Yunus has formed a new political party and announced his intention to enter politics. Yunus was dubbed "banker to the poor" after setting up the Grameen bank in 1976. His aim was to enable Bangladeshis, especially women, to start small businesses without collateral and lift themselves out of poverty. In doing so, he invented microcredit, a system which has been duplicated across the globe. The bank now serves more than 6 million borrowers. Declaring credit a human right, Yunus has shown that wiping out world poverty is a goal within reach. The Grameen bank has helped reduce poverty in Bangladesh from 49% to 40% in the last five years (Rwanda by 3.5% over that period). Bangladesh is one of few countries likely to meet the UN goal of cutting poverty in half by 2015. The 2006 Sydney Peace Prize was won by another Muslim Bangladeshi, Ms. Irene Khan the Secretary General of Amnesty International, in recognition of her leadership as a courageous advocate of universal respect for human rights, her skills in identifying violence against women as a massive injustice and a priority in campaigning for peace”. 
On the African scene, President Joseph Kabila won the elections in the DRC, which is meant to be the final step in a drawn-out peace process to end the Congo’s 1998-2003 war that killed more than 4 million people. Genocide continues in Darfur, the UN and African nations struggling to intervene with a strengthened peacekeeping force. There is a fragile truce with the Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda. In Burundi there has been marked deterioration in the political climate, with the government arresting critics, muzzling the press, committing human rights abuses and tightening its control over the economy. I had an interesting three days in Burundi, as a member of a CARE International training team for advocates against gender-based violence in the Great Lakes Region. I find I now understand French reasonably well but have some way to go yet before I can speak it with any confidence. I hope to return to Burundi in April for a Rotary district conference and to visit members of the Burundi Association of University Women.
I enjoyed being rapporteur for the Human Dignity and Human Rights Caucus at the World Social Forum in February in Kenya. At the end of this month I will be in Capetown for the South African Association of University Women’s Annual conference. And tomorrow I celebrate my 67th birthday on International Women’s Day, at a splendid march to honour President Kagame winning the Africa Gender Award, with a RAUW party on Friday evening. I will be visiting my mother Jenny Izett in Australia again on 24 May to care for her while Erica is having a break in Europe, and of course will spend a little time with the Sydney and Dubai families in transit. Many of you have followed news of my family over the years, and for you I have included below a review of their experiences in 2007. For all who have read thus far, belated best wishes for a great 2007 - I hope it will sparkle with success, happiness and good health. Let¹s hope for peace at all levels, with women in the forefront of peace-making, peace-building, and peace negotiations. 
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Family news

Douglas, Julie and Nathan completed a third year in Adelaide. Early in 2006, Doug spent five months in Afghanistan as doctor for an Australian Army aviation detachment, returning to continue his project work and aircraft accident investigation role with the Institute of Aviation Medicine. Julie loved piano teaching at Tyndale Christian School, her students obtaining excellent results in AMEB examinations (8 students achieving Honors). She particularly enjoyed the reward of working with children with various learning disorders and the challenges of finding appropriate teaching techniques for such students. Nathan too had a busy year with various roles including Middle School Prefect, school representative on a Youth Leaders Forum, the lead male role (Mr Warbucks) in the musical 'Annie', as well as guitarist, vocalist and violinist with various music ensembles. He achieved Honours in his 4th grade Violin exam, was promoted to Leading Air Cadet in the Australian Air Force Cadets, and enjoyed a number of cadet camps and school camps. The family looks forwards to new adventures in 2007 - Doug started a position with Emirates Airlines in the United Arab Emirates (Dubai) this week. I am glad to have some family a little closer to Rwanda.

2006 was another productive but sad year for Andrew, Emilia, Harrison and Isabella with the death of Liz Walker following a short struggle with brain tumours. The family is greatly indebted to Liz, who provided a large component of the mothering role for the three children over the past six years, following Linda’s struggle with mental illness. Isabella completed Year 5 at TARA and spent the final two terms as a weekly boarder which she enjoyed. She is an accomplished academic and musician achieving high grades in both Piano and Violin, and enjoying vocal lessons and performances with the school choir, string group and the Western Sydney Intermediate Orchestra. Harrison completed his final year of primary at King’s and was presented with the Year 6 Chess and Tennis awards at speech day celebrations. He sat for piano and clarinet exams, was a member of the school choir, Jazz and Concert bands and loves his sport, particularly rugby, tennis and athletics. Emilia completed Year 9 and continued with her saxophone enjoying several music tours and Eisteddfods with the school Concert and Dance band and the Western Sydney Youth Orchestra. She has a strong interest in helping the less fortunate and raised over $1000 for a project with an orphanage in Rwanda. Andrew continued in the duel role of Technical Coordinator at NSW Institute of Sport and Head Coach at The King’s School. He was Head Coach of the Australian U23 Rowing Team which won five medals at the World Championships (his own crew winning a Silver medal) and traveled to Europe a second time with King’s, which won the Fawley Cup at the Henley Royal Regatta in England. Earlier in the year, King’s won the top three events at the NSW Head of the River. 

Ellen continued her rowing coaching at University of Technology Sydney, with Club funding a challenge following the introduction of VSU fees. She was a committee member at Ella Community Childcare Centre (fundraising), involved in fundraising for Haberfield Public School, and helped out at Play Group at St Davids Uniting Church in Haberfield. Adam was busy with his business expanding. He started helping out at Prison ministry in Long Bay Jail and continued as Treasurer and Elder of St David’s. Jessicca finished at Kindergarten. What a great year for her! She was very busy with extra curricular art, dance, musicianship and piano. Alicia had two days a week at Ella Childcare Centre, also dancing, swimming, gymbaroo, music and sometimes art with Jessicca. So very busy days for mum and dad. The family had a week at Coffs with the Griffiths family through the year and celebrated visits from Shirley and Alan through the year.

Erica cares full time for her grandmother and showers her with such love and care, managing the transfers, which are now more difficult, with a hoist. She has postponed her PhD studies but is continuing with her course in anatomy and physiology while she thoroughly enjoys her yoga teacher training that she hopes to complete this year. Jenny is still amazing us all with her resilience but will soon need a full hoist for transfers around her home and then full 24 hour hospital care.
Alan and Judy invested in a home in a retirement village in South Australia, although Alan continues his wonderful support for the Uniting Church Aboriginal and Islander Council. 
