Dear friends









15 July 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 wish to keep receiving it, you need to say so once every three years, to avoid being taken off the list. 

Travels I am beginning this email in Spain where I am attending the 10th Women’s Worlds International Interdisciplinary Conference in Madrid. It is an amazing gathering of over 3,000 women from around the globe. I presented a paper on Promoting the Retention of Women Faculty and Students in Higher Education: the Rwandan Case, developed with colleague Dr Jennifer Fish, at a roundtable on sustainable higher education. As World Vice-President of the International Federation of University Women I also participated in other IFUW seminars and workshops. I am staying with the President of the Madrid Association of University Women and will have a day to spend in El Prado, the Sophia and other art galleries. Other travels and learning since my last letter have included a meeting in Ethiopia for a core technical development team meeting on a local government barometer, a training program on advisory learning practice in Kenya, and the Federation for University Women of Africa’s annual conference in Uganda. The photo below is the RAUW delegation, unfortunately without my friend Gerda Leushuis from the Netherlands who stayed with me for a fortnight in Kigali and is a member of RAUW as well as the Netherlands and European federations. Inside Rwanda I have been involved in a UNDP/SNV partnership to engender the Economic Development Poverty Reduction Strategy at district level, and have travelled to rural districts to support mayors and other district administrators in engendering their development plans. 
Heroes. Some of my heroes have been in the news with the extension of Burma’s opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi’s house arrest and her comments on the military junta’s slow response to Cyclone Nargis, which left up to 2.4 million people destitute. The generals, in a way, are as much hostage to Aung San Suu Kyi as she is to them. Their control of the country and its destiny has been constricted by her moral authority and personal magnetism, and by the continuing allegiance she inspires from people both inside and outside the country. (Perfect Hostage by Justin Wintle is an interesting account of her life so far).The 90th birthday celebrations of Nelson Mandela attended by over 46,000 admirers and well-wishers, drew attention again to his unwavering principles and stubborn optimism as he continues to speak for inclusive development through reconciliation and nation building. Newly-freed Colombian hostage Ingrid Betancourt has been feted as a hero in her homeland and across Latin America, amid talks of a new run for her country's presidency and calls that she be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize - a symbol of strength and hope for everyone, especially for those who have suffered injustice. Shirin Ebadi, the Iranian human rights lawyer and Nobel Peace laureate who has gained international acclaim for her work on behalf of dissidents, women and victims of human rights abuses, has received death threats.
Rwanda. In 1994 and 1995, the people who came back to, or stayed in, Rwanda to pick up the pieces of the ruins that were left after the genocide showed incredible determination to build something from seemingly nothing. They persevered even when many of them thought they could never be a country again. Today people are coming from other African nations to Rwanda to see how – how to build biogas digesters, how to keep towns clean, how to decrease the incidence of HIV/Aids (down from 11 percent in 2000 to about 3 percent), how to promote reconciliation and national unity, how to boost community development and how to build human capacity. Rwanda has won another International trophy – the UN Public Service Award as the best performer in public service accountability of 150 country applications for the world’s best managed and implemented development program, Ubudehe. This is a form of traditional mutual assistance which operates at the lowest administrative unit, the cell, and brings together all members of the community to assess their socio-economic conditions, define their priorities and decide on what to do in order to improve their well being. It is a clear indication of how Rwandan people have managed to solve their own problems by listing their priorities, needs and making decisions by themselves to reduce poverty. It is one of several successful national development programs like Gacaca (traditional method of restorative justice), Umuganda (monthly communal work), Imihigo (performance contracts) and Ingando (training camps). I have just finished reading an advance copy of A Thousand Hills: Rwanda’s rebirth and the man who dreamed it, by Stephen Kinzer. I recommend it as good background for understanding something of Rwanda’s Paul Kagame, who fled with his parents to Uganda when he was two years old, grew up in refugee camps, emerged as the RPF leader, won the long struggle against the genocidaires, and is now President. On a lighter note Rwanda’s popular health education radio soap opera program Urunana has just received the United Kingdom One World Special Achievement Award for development media, following the 2008 African Network for Strategic Communication in Health and Development Award. Health is at the top of the program but girls’ right to education, orphans’ rights to inheritance, marital conflicts and youth sexuality are among the issues addressed.
Women. Martha Horiwapu from the Solomon Islands (SI) is the National Winner of an International Women of Courage Award for serving as a bridge between communities of the two ethnic groups that were in conflict – Malaita and Guadalcanal. She faced armed militia when trying to assist families who were trapped behind the hostility line in these two areas, and was also the first woman to land in the Western Province to assist during the Tsunami in April 2007. Another first for SI is the swearing in of a female judge for the High Court, a Nigerian. Mexican freelance investigative journalist Lydia Cacho Ribeiro received this year’s UNESCO World Press Freedom Prize for exposing the involvement of wealthy Mexican businessmen and politicians in prostitution and child pornography rings and the violence in the northern city of Ciudad Juarez, where hundreds of women have been killed.
There is good news from Vanuatu where the long debated Family Protection Bill has passed in parliament. This historical event is a reflection of years of advocacy and lobbying work behind the scenes from women’s organizations. Some of you may remember the work the Vanuatu Association of University Women did in 2003 when we visited chiefs and pastors in all provinces to explain the family court domestic violence orders, introduced by the chief justice in frustration about the delay in passing the Bill. A landmark law against gender-based violence has also been approved by the Colombian Congress. Cross-party unity of the women's caucus is seen as key to the legislation's passage, which for the first time penalizes sexual harassment and stiffens penalties for intra-familial violence. In Rwanda we are still waiting for our GBV Bill to be become law. Meanwhile, women MPs in Uganda are increasingly being subjected to incidents of violence. Last month one was roughed up by policemen while she was in her constituency launching suggestion boxes and another was beaten at the market. Women competing in the Kenya & Zimbabwe elections were also subject to violence. 

UNDP staff members from offices all over the world met in Rwanda to take stock of the progress UNDP is making in supporting developing countries to achieve the third Millennium Development Goal on gender equality and women’s empowerment and to look ahead. Setting a precedent of cross-practice collaboration, two days of the retreat were dedicated to deepening the understanding of the intersection of gender, environment and sustainable development. The Rwanda Women Parliamentary Forum holds a high-level international workshop this week on the role of gender in promoting good governance and building democracy. The event will draw an estimated 500 participants from Rwanda, the East African Community and the Congo. Rwanda’s Elections are in September and we are hoping to maintain our position as the parliament with the most women members in the world. Rwanda has elected five of nine members to the East African Legislative Assembly – the largest percentage of women in any of the East African countries. Namibia has become the fourth country within the Southern African Development Community (SADC) to attain the target of 30 percent women representation in the National Assembly, finally fulfilling the quota set by the SADC Gender and Development Declaration in 1997 to be attained by 2005. Namibia joins Tanzania, South Africa and Mozambique in fulfilling this quota. The Women's Coalition of Georgia forwarded to its Parliament 32 thousand signatures in support of amendments to the country's elections legislation so that its Parliament introduces temporary measures to bring the number of women to 50 percent.

Food Shortages. The current food crisis is yet another reminder of women’s vulnerability to poverty. Rural women alone produce half of the world's food and 60-80 percent of farm labour, but receive less seed, fertilisers and extension services and have access to less than 10 percent of credit provided to farmers. Women are also the most hungry - about 70 per cent of the people who do not have access to enough food are women and girls. They form the bulk of the working poor - they toil long hours without reaping enough to enable them to climb out of the dollar-a-day absolute poverty bracket. In some countries women widowed by HIV/Aids are routinely disinherited, and in these and many other countries, women's lower cultural or legal status means that they do not own the land they till. The food crisis has inevitably taken a greater toll on women, and consequently the well-being of whole communities is affected. Food prices rose 55% from June 2007 to February 2008, with an 87% increase in the cost of rice in March. Households in developing countries spend an average of 70% of their incomes on food, compared to the 15 to 18% spent in industrialized countries. 
Family. Ellen is currently in the Czech Republic preparing with the Australian Senior A non-Olympic and junior rowing teams. She will travel to Linz, Austria next week for the World Championships. As she is the most experienced coach in the team of nine crews she has been appointed Head Coach for the training camp. Adam is caring for Jessicca and Alicia. Andrew and his crews went for a pre-Olympic tour in Europe and competed in the second world cup regatta in Lucerne, Switzerland in which the four LM4- finished 7th and the double LM2x finished 9th. After a training camp in Varese, Italy the four finished with the Bronze medal and the double won the small final (7th place) at the third and final world cup regatta in Poznan, Poland. They are now all in Penrith, NSW putting the final preparations on their Olympic bid. Ellen and I will be in Beijing to see Andrew’s and her rowers perform. Doug has been covering for Emirates Airlines’ doctors on leave while Julie has been travelling with friends in the Lakes District in the UK. Nathan was dux of his school, won three other awards and is now in Kenya with student friends from Tyndall school in Adelaide. The other grandchildren are doing well, Harry excelling in sports, Isabella scoring four As, and Emilia travelling with her Aunty Erica to Vanderlin Island Northern Territory during holidays. My step granddaughter Lisa is expecting my first great grandchild before the end of the year.
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Moving on? My contract, twice extended by SNV beyond the initial one year call, is coming to an end in December this year, so I am facing the challenge of deciding on my future. I have had pressure to consider staying in Rwanda doing consultancy work, and of course there are possibilities of new assignments in Africa, Asia or the Pacific as well as returning to Australia or Vanuatu. A quite exciting stage of my life really and I would appreciate your thoughts. Next week I go to Papua New Guinea to investigate the possibility of a position in Port Moresby with UNIFEM in 2009. The National Capital District (NCD) Governor, Powes Parkop is the elected MP in the NCD regional seat. He is also responsible for running the capital city of Port Moresby through the NCD Commission and for 50% of the NCD Council vacancies being filled by women. Dame Carol Kidu remains the only woman in the PNG Parliament of 200. I would enjoy the opportunity of working in partnership to train the new councilors to function effectively and to support safe city initiatives for women. After being secure in Rwanda it would be a challenge to go back to a country where crime is so rampant – Port Moresby has a reputation for being one of the most dangerous cities outside war zones in the world. 

Love and peace -          Shirley

