Dear friends








21 September 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. 

Travels. I had an interesting time in Papua New Guinea with UNIFEM, looking at the possibility of working there next year. Governor Powes Parkop, a human rights lawyer, is committed to making Port Moresby a safe, prosperous and inclusive city for women. Dame Carol Kidu, Minister for Community Development and the only woman in the national Parliament has also shown great commitment to this goal. Criminality and chauvinism still prevail in the National Capital District, and it would be a tough assignment, however, with their inspiring leadership and support from a large percentage of the population and development partners, a turnaround seems possible. 
Then I travelled to Beijing to be with Ellen and Andrew for the spectacular 29th Olympic Games (photo). Andrew marched with the Men’s Eight at the Opening Ceremony. As with most things related to the Beijing Olympics, the Olympic village was said by multi-Olympians to be the best ever; the accommodation comfortable, the facilities excellent, the dining room something of a phenomenon, open 24 hours, seating up to 1000 athletes at a time and serving a wide range of food. On waking, rowers were bussed under police escort straight to the rowing venue, an hour from the village, where Ellen and I stayed. The course was bigger and better than Sydney’s, but of a similar design and the Ozzie athletes felt very comfortable training there. The heat and humidity took some getting used to, but ice-baths and ‘slushies’ immediately before racing aided cooling. Australia started the Olympic regatta well with some excellent wins and places. Andrew’s LW2x and LW4 both finished third in their respective heats, with solid rows. Unfortunately a virus swept through the village, with many athletes affected. Heavy use was made of reserves, and some crews withdrew. Andrew’s boys were affected and finished third and fourth in the B finals. Australia won two rowing gold medals and a silver, but the team was disappointed with their results. Rowing events started mid-afternoon to accommodate US television stations, so each morning Ellen and I enjoyed touring and seeing something of the amazing tourist sights. It was a nostalgic time for me as I retraced the steps my mother and I had taken on a visit 15 years earlier – the great wall, Tiananmen Square, the Forbidden City, the Summer Palace.
China invested more than $40 billion in the games which it viewed as a chance to show the world its dramatic economic progress, and we were convinced. From 2004, the number of people taking the English proficiency test of the Education Ministry rose by 10 per cent each year. Fifty million people in China - most of them women - are learning a foreign language. Thousands of job opportunities as translators, interpreters, volunteers opened up. Women have always played a pivotal role in entrepreneurship in China and they capitalised on this opportunity. The 400,000 English-speaking volunteers of the Olympics Volunteer Program - 65 percent of whom were women - proved how critical they could be to the smooth running of the Games. The Beijing Olympics has brightened the future of many rural, working-class Chinese woman athletes as well. The Chinese people were wonderfully welcoming and gave very generous hospitality. The Games will give a lasting positive legacy to China: improved transportation infrastructure, more grassroots interest in recreation and sports, a more aggressive approach to curbing air pollution and other environmental problems. There are still human rights issues in relation to Tibet, press freedom, banned websites; but media restrictions were looser during the games, and hopefully will continue to improve.
Returning to Rwanda and following two falls, I suffered a chronic deep tissue cellulitis in my leg and knee, septicaemia, and three weeks recovering, the last of which was with my doctor son Doug in Dubai undergoing intravenous antibiotics. I healed sufficiently in time to embark on four weeks’ compensation leave that needs to be cleared before I finish my assignment with SNV at the end of the year – enjoying and speaking at the University Women of Europe’s annual conference in Cyprus, the Pacific Graduate Women’s conference in Tonga, and now having some time in Australia with family in Sydney before speaking at the World Vision/Australian National University Conference in Melbourne on 25 and 26 September. I return to Dubai via Perth where the family on 29 September will scatter mother’s ashes on the family grave at Karrakatta and at Mettams Pool in the Indian ocean where Jen swam every morning until she broke her hip. I will then see an orthopaedic specialist to check on what needs to be done about what MRIs show to be two damaged knees, but expect to be back in Rwanda on 6 October to welcome brother Bob and some other visiting friends. 
Rwanda. Another major achievement for Rwanda was the passing of the Gender Based Violence Law in July. The making of the Law took less than three years and involved enormous efforts from the Rwandan Association of Women Parliamentarians, the entire Parliament, activists, development partners, and countless Rwandan women and men in civil society. Of course the work is not over - experience shows that the fact that the law is passed does not necessarily mean implementation. The hard work is always its proper, timely and just implementation by the criminal justice system and relevant line departments, and the delivery of information to the immediate beneficiaries in communities to serve as preventative measures for GBV crimes.

Rwanda’s Commission of Inquiry on the role of France in the genocide of 1994 published its findings following two years work, listening to the testimonies of 638 witnesses, including survivors and perpetrators of genocide. The Commission found that certain French politicians, diplomats and military leaders, including President Mitterrand, were complicit in the genocide, and that French authorities knowingly aided and abetted what happened by training Hutu militia and devising strategy for Rwanda’s armed forces. Training and funding was also given to Rwandan intelligence services on how to establish a database, later used to draw up a ‘kill list’ of Tutsis. 30,000 young unemployed youth were mobilised into a militia called the Interahamwe, recruited and trained to kill with agricultural tools. Indoctrinated with a racist anti-Tutsi ideology, there were no secret death camps - the killing was in broad daylight. Survivors allege that French soldiers participated in the massacres of Tutsis while on an apparent humanitarian mission, Operation Turquoise for the last weeks of the 100 day genocide. Paris archives recently released show that the French considered the Rwanda Patriotic Front (RPF) invasion of Tutsi refugees seeking to return to their homeland, as clear aggression by an Anglophone neighbour on a Francophone country. I attended the recent launch of Miracle in Kigali: the Rwandan Genocide – a survivor’s journey, by Illuminee Nganemariya, a heartwrenching account of her and her newborn baby’s miraculous escape from death, and well worth reading.

Women contesting in Rwanda’s second parliamentary elections since the 1994 Genocide held on 15-18 September secured 45 out of the 80 seats available, making the incoming parliament the first in the world to have women in the majority – 56.2 percent. Rwanda’s constitution provides a 30 percent minimum quota for women in parliament, translating to 24 seats. In the run-up to the election, gender advocates called on parties to not only have equal representation of women and men in their party lists, but also positioned them close to the top to ensure that whatever their respective results, the parties would be able to ensure the presence of women representatives. The ruling party in Rwanda’s government, the Rwanda Patriotic Front, placed a woman at the head of its list, and of the 42 seats it won, 17 went to women. Of the further three seats won for women from the general election, two went to the Social Democratic Party, and one to the Liberal Party. The aim of course is competent women with appropriate capacities rather than just women per se, and additional training was provided to nominating candidates. The European Union’s observer mission’s preliminary report stated that the elections were generally well prepared and held in a peaceful and calm environment. Approximately 98.5 percent of the 4,769,228 registered voters participated. Rwanda’s achievement beats well-to-do countries with huge investments in gender equality spanning decades, and demystifies the whole notion that poverty or underdevelopment equals women’s marginalisation and disempowerment. Both poor and rich countries can raise women’s status with political will. Rwanda is the first African country to meet the 50 percent quota as stipulated in the African Union’s Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, which states that parties shall take specific positive action to promote participative governance and the equal participation of women in the political life of their countries through affirmative action, enabling national legislation and other measures.

The Council of Europe is assessing the results of its decision four years ago to address the unequal distribution of powers between men and women when it agreed on action for "balanced participation of women and men in political and public decision-making", then defined to mean that the representation of either women or men should not fall below 40 percent. The pattern is still very clear – there is a long way to go until this goal is reached in European parliaments. The situation is similar in governments. Only three countries have reached the balance of fifty-fifty - Austria, Spain and Sweden - while eight governments have no female representation at all and the average is below 20 percent. The Committee of Ministers has asked member states to consider setting targets linked to a time scale to compensate for a deep-rooted negative discrimination in order to break habits and perceptions which perpetuate the inequality. They argue that gender quotas could contribute to attitude change and thereby further progress. In Spain and some other countries, the breakthrough has started inside political parties – for instance through a decision that every second candidate on the party list for the election should be a women. In these countries it is now rather an electoral disadvantage not to be able to bring forward a gender-balanced list and gender targets are no longer necessary because the nomination process has become self-correcting. Balanced participation leads to better and more efficient policy making through the redefinition of political priorities and the placing of new issues on the political agenda as well as to the improvement of quality of life for all. 
Australia. Having survived their brush with political death, Northern Territory Labor MLAs have elected a new ministry, and ushered in a new era in NT politics, with four indigenous ministers: Alison Anderson, Karl Hampton, Malarndirri McCarthy and Deputy Leader Marion Scrymgour. The ministry will also have a heavy bush influence, with Anderson, Hampton, McCarthy, Scrymgour and Rob Knight all from rural or primarily indigenous influence- unusual in a Territory where Darwin MLAs have tended to dominate. Four of the nine ministers are women. Regardless of the Territory’s reputation for redneckery, no other Australian jurisdiction has come close to such strong indigenous, female and regional/rural representation in ministerial government. The appointment of Penny Wensley as the next Governor of Queensland, following the promotion of Quentin Bryce as Governor General is some more good news for Australian women. And in Israel, Tzipi Livni, has been elected Prime Minister.
Business Women. Speaking at the USAID conference Empowering Women – Promoting Growth, Lars Thunell, IFC Executive Vice President and CEO announced a groundbreaking initiative led by IFC and the World Bank’s Doing Business project to create opportunities in business and access to jobs for women. The team, in partnership with governments and women’s groups, will identify legal and regulatory barriers facing businesswomen in 178 countries and advocate change. Each year IFC and the World Bank publish the Doing Business report, which compares regulations from around the world that affect the ease of doing business. Higher country rankings are associated with growth, more jobs, and a smaller number of businesses in the informal, unregulated sector. Doing Business 2008 finds that the benefits of reforming business regulations and leveling the playing field are especially significant for women and fuels development. Countries with higher rankings for the ease of doing business have more women entrepreneurs and more women in the workforce. Thanks to the new initiative, over the next two years Doing Business reports will identify laws and regulations that discriminate against women. For example, in the United Arab Emirates and Yemen, the law forbids women to work at night. To start a business in the Democratic Republic of Congo, married women need their husband’s consent and single women require a judge’s approval. In Yemen, a woman is unable to travel abroad for business without her husband’s written permission to obtain a passport and travel. In Lao PDR, women are banned from performing certain types of manual work. In many African countries, women have fewer inheritance rights than men, either by law or custom. Such obstacles prevent women from realizing their economic potential, as well as constrain economic development. 
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SNV is dedicated to a society where all people enjoy the freedom to pursue their own sustainable development. Our advisors contribute to this by strengthening the capacity of local organisations.
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       Andrew, Shirley and Ellen at the Olympic rowing venue in Beijing

