Dear friends







27 April 2008

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 wish 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, to avoid being taken off the list. 

Thank you again for so many messages of love and support following the death of my mother in January. The funeral service was a celebration of her full life. Alan spoke for our family, remembering the very happy times we had shared together with her in the 30 years of our marriage. I remember Jenny especially every morning when I go for my swim – the water is cold at Kigali’s height of nearly 5,000 feet above sea level, but not like the Indian Ocean in Perth, where often I would settle for a walk along the beach rather than face the icy water – not so Jenny who swam daily until she broke her hip. 

Travels. Not needing to go back to Perth as usual this month, I have been in New York for meetings of Women Graduates-USA and the Virginia Gildersleeve International Fund Board and Committees. I stayed with a dear friend Elizabeth Miller, visited friends and colleagues in the UN and IWTC, enjoyed three shows on Broadway and in the West End, and caught up with movies on the flights – fantastic! I returned to regional UNDP/SNV partnership and MDG – MD Villages meetings in Nairobi, Kenya, then to SNV regional meetings on governance for empowerment in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 

Rwanda. Genocide. I have missed the memorial services of the mourning month in Rwanda. It is now 14 years since 7 April 1994 which began the killings of Tutsis and moderate Hutus in Rwanda, but I live two doors from the Forensic Laboratory where bodies are still brought in almost daily as killers confess in traditional village courts, gacacas, and identify where victims were buried.
Despite Rwanda being 90 percent Christian, the genocide occurred amidst a failure of the Church, as well as nations, to prevent it. The Archbishop of the Anglican Church of Rwanda said at a recent international clergy conference in Kigali. "It is easy to be religious, but very difficult to be the people of God. What went wrong was a problem of the soul…The church, the United Nations, colonial history and Rwandans themselves are to blame for the 100-day mayhem that left over a million lives destroyed”. Several clergy are believed to have been part of the killing machine and stand accused of aiding the killers. A Roman Catholic priest, Athanase Seromba, was the first to face genocide charges in the UN-backed international tribunal, sitting in Arusha in Tanzania. He recently appealed against a 15-year sentence for the deaths of nearly 2000 Tutsis who had sought refuge in his church in Nyange in the west of Rwanda, which he ordered to be destroyed. The court decided that he was even more closely involved than previously thought and increased the sentence to life imprisonment. More than 50 churches in Rwanda have been turned into genocide museums. 

The tribunal has found Wenceslas Munyeshyaka, still in France, guilty of rape and aiding militias in the killing of hundreds of Tutsi refugees at the Holy Family Cathedral in downtown Kigali, where he was head priest. France's Supreme Court has overruled a decision to hand over another genocide suspect to the ICTR because of “procedural violations”. Dominique Ntawukuriryayo is accused of coordinating the killing of up to 25,000 Tutsis. Two other Rwandan suspects held last year in France were subsequently freed. However many other countries are now bringing to trial genocidaires who have sought protection, e.g. German authorities have detained a former Hutu planning minister wanted in connection with the genocide, and Britain and Canada have detained others. Some priests and nuns are in national courts in Belgium.
A moving aide memoire was written by Rob Shropshire in Hugh McCullum: The Angels have left us: The Rwanda Tragedy and the Churches, WCC, Geneva, n.d. “I was a man, a woman, a child, a foetus. You know I was killed. I was killed by the militia because I am a Tutsi. I was killed by the army because I was Hutu and a member of an opposition party. I was killed by my neighbours because I would not go with them to kill others. I was killed because I sought to protect my neighbour's child. I was killed by my priest because it was the price he had to pay to keep others alive. I was killed by my wife, my husband, my children, my parents because they had to kill me or be killed. They killed many like me, women, children, men who happened to be here. I know why, but I don't know why. I was buried here by my family. I was buried here in this mass grave and no one knows whether I am dead. I died here in my grave after they forced me to dig it and put me and others inside it and shot us. I have never been buried. I am in my house. I am in the woods. I was thrown in a river. I have been left here as a testament to what happened, for you and for the world to see. The inhumanity we have known is human. It is in our human differences that we have found reasons to dehumanise one another. That is what I want to tell you. We have died; we have killed because we are like you. I am like you. Now, I am dead.” 

Earthquakes. Two earthquakes in February particularly hit the districts of Nyamasheke and Rusizi, killing over 40 people, injuring hundreds of others and causing enormous damage, estimated at RWF 5 billion. 

Gorillas. Three countries have come together for the first time, to try to save the mountain gorillas of central Africa. Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Uganda have launched a project to improve security for the great apes. One of the world's most endangered species, gorillas live at the point where the three countries meet. There are only about 700 gorillas still left in the world. Numbers have been badly affected by poaching. They have also been hit by the deadly ebola virus and the destruction of the mountain forests - their natural habitat – for the burgeoning illegal charcoal industry. Gorillas live in family "troops" of up to 30 animals, which are led by a dominant male, called a silverback. Births are rare among the gorillas, which only produce three or four babies in their lifetime.
Politics. Tony Blair has been appointed adviser to the Rwandan Government, a further endorsement of the leadership of President Paul Kagame. It is amazing that this small, poverty-stricken country in Africa, having no minerals and almost of no strategic value in global politics, can attract the attention of such international leaders. Bill Gates has been working closely with Kagame in supporting the health sector. The Google founder has promised to provide Rwanda with free web-based software. Bill Clinton is helping to build the national healthcare system .Kagame is on the board of the Clinton Global initiative, sitting with some of the brightest minds in the world and developing the best social networks. Kagame has redefined the way African leaders should engage the best of the western world, not to protect their presidencies or build million-dollar palaces but to build international networks for investment. Dubai World has just signed a $US240 million venture. The government of Singapore has been hired to advise Rwanda on how to build a modern city that can serve as the region’s service centre. 
Kagame’s leadership contrasts with that of the Presidents of Kenya, Zimbabwe and Cameroon who continue to hold on to power, resulting in terrible suffering of their people. In Kenya, some 150,000 children are among 300,000 people who were forced from their homes. The political and ethnic violence has left hundreds dead, and the unrest has threatened humanitarian and commercial operations throughout the Great Lakes region, potentially affecting more than 100 million lives. Parts of Sudan, Uganda, Burundi, Rwanda and DRC have had shortages of fuel and other essential supplies due to insecurity along the Kenyan section of the Northern Corridor transport route. 
Women. Good news in Australia where the Anglican Archbishop of Western Australia has consecrated the first woman bishop and Quentin Bryce, lawyer, academic and women's activist whom I worked with in the 1980s when she was Chair of the National Women’s Advisory Council and I was Executive Secretary, has been appointed the first woman Governor General in 107 years. Hillary Penfold, the Secretary for Parliamentary Services, is the first woman to serve on the ACT Supreme Court Bench. Penny Wong, an Australian Labor Party senator and new climate change minister, was included in a global list of ethical leaders who made a difference in 2007. Judged to be the most progressive politician on corporate social responsibility worldwide, Wong was appointed in 2004 as shadow minister for employment, workforce participation, corporate governance, public administration and accountability for the Labor opposition. Largely as a result of her efforts, the two houses of the Australian Parliament conducted a joint public enquiry into corporate social responsibility, the resulting report, "Corporate Responsibility: Managing Risk and Creating Value” is one of the best in the world. One of the 30 ‘big ideas’ to come out of the Australia 2020 Summit was to “ensure that a commitment to gender equity is reflected in all Australia's domestic and foreign policy”.
Over the last month I have attended two international meetings in Kigali on women in peace and conflict resolution. We need to examine the relationship between masculinity and war as much as the relationship between women and peace. Men and women experience war very differently, from war-making to peace-building and everything in between. In most armies, 90 percent of the soldiers are men while in most refugee camps, 80 percent of the adults are women. Gender roles help to explain why this is so - good human qualities like strength and honour get allocated to men and deformed into tools for violence and domination. Good human qualities like tenderness and care get allocated to women and deformed into the badge of submission. Both parts of humanity end up as less than fully human. If we want security for all, we need both women and men, working as equals, to take responsibility for our common security. Wisdom about gender roles will contribute to the peace that can be achieved. 

Other events in Kigali have included the Rwanda Film Festival, with some stunning new movies on Rwanda and the region. Try to see: “Shake hands with the devil”, “the Devil rides on horseback”, “Operation turquoise” and “Rwanda renaissance”. Another powerful movie is Jackson’s “The greatest silence: rape in the Congo” about the horrific violence against women in DRC, which won the recent Cannes jury prize. One out of every three women in the world is likely to be beaten, coerced into sex or otherwise abused in her lifetime. One in five women is a victim of rape or attempted rape. The UN has launched a Campaign to End Violence Against Women, a multi-year effort to mobilise public opinion to ensure that policy makers at the highest level intensify action to prevent and eradicate violence against women. A key target will be to secure political will and increased resources from governments, international institutions, UN entities, the private sector and other donors for policies and programs to tackle the problem 
Mary Robinson has big ideas about the ways in which the current generation of female heads of state can put a new kind of women's leadership into practice. She is chairing the Council of Women World Leaders, an international network of 40 current or recent women prime ministers and presidents around the world. Her hope is that women in power will join her to link to the determination of women on the ground to bring about change. That determination is particularly evident in Africa, where, for example, half the MPs in the Rwandan parliament are women. "The passion, strength and power of women to make change at grassroots level is always underestimated," she says. "It was underestimated when I was president of Ireland. It's been underestimated all the time." 

Dr Fehmida Mirza's election as the first woman Speaker of Pakistan's National Assembly is seen as a 'big step towards the empowerment of women in the country'. A former doctor with a striking resemblance to Benazir Bhutto, Mirza has always won on a general seat rather than one of the 20 per cent of seats set aside for women lawmakers. A medical doctor by qualification and a meticulous Member of Parliament, Mirza has earned laurels from her own party and unmitigated respect from the media, too. 
The oil-rich United Arab Emirates (UAE) President, Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed al-Nahyan, ruler of Abu Dhabi, named Kholoud Ahmad Jouan al-Dhaheri as a judge in the emirate, the wealthiest and largest in the seven-member federation. UAE is the second Arab country in the Gulf after Bahrain to name a female judge, a job previously reserved for men in the conservative Gulf country. Kuwait's only female cabinet minister, Nouria Sbeih, has survived a no-confidence vote in parliament. Women won the right to vote and run for office in Kuwait in 2005.The education minister was accused of ignoring a sex segregation law at universities and presiding over a drop in educational standards. Sbeih has been criticized by conservative and Islamist MPs for refusing to wear a headscarf when she was sworn into the cabinet. In Solomon Islands, five women permanent secretaries are among 26 appointments. In Spain, women now have a female-majority Cabinet, including 37-yr-old Defence Minister, seven-months pregnant Carme Chacón. A Spanish feminist has been appointed head of UNIFEM. 
Bangladesh parliament has passed the National Women’s Development Policy 2008 which reserves one-third of seats for women through direct election, and stipulates the equal rights of women to own moveable and immoveable property. These have been two of the main demands of women's rights activists for many years, and have led to widespread demonstrations by conservative religious. Indian social activist and human rights campaigner Medha Patkar has received the Cyril Baselios Catholicos Award for championing the cause of the downtrodden and the marginalised in the country 

Family. Douglas attended a combined conference of the International Society of Travel Medicine and the Australasian College of Tropical Medicine in Melbourne and Julie travelled to Wollongong for the funeral of her father. Nathan participated in a music festival in Bahrain, winning a trophy for the “Spirit of the Young Musician” award. Andrew has been in Beijing to check out health and safety issues for Australia’s rowing crews at the 2008 Summer Olympics and is now training his Olympic athletes in Perth, where he will catch up with Erica, now back into her PhD studies. Ellen and I are watching developments in China carefully, planning to attend the rowing week in August to support Andrew and their rowers. Oscar-winning film director Steven Spielberg has withdrawn as an artistic adviser to the Olympics over China's policy on the conflict in the Darfur region where government-backed Arab militias are pitted against non-Arab ethnic groups. China is a leading oil customer and supplier of weapons to Sudan and is accused by critics of stonewalling international efforts to send peacekeepers into Darfur. According to the Tibetan Solidarity Committee the present crisis situation since 10 March has resulted in the death of more than 140 peaceful Tibetan demonstrators, over 550 Tibetans injured and 1,400 innocent Tibetans detained and tortured. 
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I am at last proud that the Australian government has made a formal apology for the past wrongs caused by successive governments on the indigenous Aboriginal population. Prime Minister Kevin Rudd apologized in parliament to all Aborigines for laws and policies that "inflicted profound grief, suffering and loss." He singled out the "Stolen Generations" of thousands of children forcibly removed from their families. The apology and 'sorry' address, beamed live around the country on TV, was met with cheers and is an important step towards the process of healing. It should now be accompanied with compensation for the suffering experienced by Aboriginal people. 
On International Women’s Day I celebrated my usual birthday breakfast in my garden with friends from SNV, the Rwanda Association of University Women, the Rotary Club of Kigali, the African International Club, and the AIC book club. Here is a photo of me on my 68th anniversary with two housemates, Anji and Tupochele.
Love and peace

Shirley 
