Dear friends                                                                                                    17 April 2009
I returned to Rwanda mid-January from a wonderful four weeks with the family in Dubai and the Rwandan Forum of Women Parliamentarians supported me in obtaining a visa and a work permit as a gender expert. I settled into my new house with my four house mates (photo below taken at our house warming party), and caught up with some overdue reports and organisation of computer files, photos and Outlook (a major task given my change from the SNV server, still ongoing, and why this update is later). I then travelled to Geneva to the International Federation of University Women (IFUW) Board meetings, to Slovenia for a few days with friends who are working with the Rwanda Association of University Women in Rwanda, to New York for CSW53 and to New Jersey/Washington/Virginia. In every place I enjoyed wonderfully generous hospitality from old and new friends. I have just been appointed Professor in the Department of Education Foundations and Management in the Faculty of Education at the Kigali Institute of Education Rwanda, where I will be establishing and directing a Centre for Gender, Culture and Development Studies (CGCDS) – more about that next letter. I will be travelling again to New York, Norfolk and Washington next week for a meeting of the Virginia Gildersleeve International Fund Board and to seek academic and financial support for CGCDS.  

Attending CSW 53 with 3,000 other women and men at the UN was an amazing experience. CSW is a functional commission of the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) that is dedicated exclusively to gender equality and the advancement of women. It is the principal global policy-making body. Every year, representatives of member states gather at United Nations headquarters in New York to evaluate progress on gender equality, identify challenges, set global standards and formulate concrete policies to promote gender equality and the advancement of women worldwide. As a world vice president of IFUW, I was one of a delegation of 30 of our members, chaired one of the three seminars we presented, and spoke at another. In addition I was able to make key interventions about Rwanda in several of the government sessions and NGO side events. The topic this year was Equal sharing of responsibilities between women and men, including caregiving in the context of HIV/AIDS. The final CSW Agreed Conclusions are the result of two weeks of negotiations among all UN member states represented at the Commission and will guide government, private sector and NGO work in this area over the next year. It recognised that existing gender inequalities are reflected in imbalances of power between women and men in all spheres of society and that by working together, men and boys and women and girls can achieve the goals of gender equality, development and peace. It called for scaling up efforts significantly to achieve universal access to comprehensive HIV prevention programs, treatment, care and support by 2015. Participants recognized the increasing percentages of women suffering from HIV/AIDS and the need to review existing policies to ensure that they reduce women’s vulnerability to the disease. They also highlighted the need to improve and promote the accessibility of quality public health-care services, and design programs that encourage men’s responsibility with women for home-based care wherever possible. 

In other areas, the conclusions called on Governments to incorporate the value and cost of unpaid work to society in policies, strategies and budgets across relevant sectors; ensure that women and men have access to maternity and paternity leave; increase access to public infrastructure, such as transportation to reduce the care burden on households; develop strategies to eliminate gender stereotypes; collect sex-disaggregated data to inform policymaking; adopt measures to overcome the negative impacts of the economic and financial crisis; and allocate financial resources at the international level for the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action, among other instruments.

One of the emerging issues discussed at CSW53 was the world financial crisis. It is expected that women and girls in both developed and developing countries will be particularly affected by its potential social and economic consequences, such as unemployment, increase of responsibilities both at work and at home, decrease of income, and potential increase in societal and domestic violence. Government and business leaders at the World Economic Forum held earlier in Davos highlighted the need to expand economic opportunities to women worldwide. The World Bank launched a new public-private partnership to support women around the world. Investing in women in emerging markets pays dividends for the wider community; as women reinvest 90% of their incomes in their families and communities, compared with men, who reinvest only 30-40%. The loss of women’s income has long-term negative implications for the welfare of poor households because of both the contributions women make to current household income and their ‘preference’ to invest scarce resources on child well-being and, therefore, on future development. In Bangladesh, Brazil, Kenya and South Africa, among other countries, rigorous studies unequivocally show that children’s welfare (nutritional status, schooling attendance) in poor households improves more when income is in women’s hands rather than in men’s. 

In relation to CSW52’s theme of shared decision making between men and women, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has announced that the number of seats reserved for women in Bangladesh Parliament would be raised to 100 from 45 at present and that the government would repeal all the laws that discriminate against women. A maximum number of women have been inducted in the cabinet. The new majority government of Quebec (a Canadian province with 7,500,000 inhabitants), under Premier Charest, has established a Cabinet of 26 members with gender parity: 13 men and 13 women. On the other hand, women's rights activists in Zimbabwe, where a shameful president persists in outrageous abuses of privilege and people, are outraged by the low representation of female politicians in the new unity government. Only four women are part of the 35-member cabinet, significantly short of the equal representation of women in decision-making that Zimbabwe signed onto at a regional summit in September 2008.

Johanna Sigurdardottir’s appointment as Iceland's Prime Minister comes at a critical moment in her nation's recent history, but she could have been handed a poisoned chalice. As the global meltdown began, the collapse of Iceland's grossly over-leveraged economy was followed smartly by the implosion of its banks and currency. In Australia we are celebrating Anna Bligh’s election as the first woman ever to win an election as a State Premier (two previous women State Premiers were put in as caretaker Premiers and could not manage to rescue already extremely unpopular governments). And in New Zealand, Helen Clarke has been appointed as head of the United Nations Development Program.

Michelle Bachelet election in 2006 as Chile’s first ever woman president in a socially conservative country dominated by the Catholic Church, represented a beacon of hope for women in Chile and indeed Latin America. Bachelet’s accession to power was met with an outpouring of emotion by Chilean women who celebrated this moment as the beginning of a tide of change. Just weeks after being sworn in, Bachelet named a Cabinet of 10 men and 10 women, and equal numbers of women and men now hold top administration jobs. Women have been given the right to breast-feed at work. Penalties have been strengthened for men who fail to pay alimony. Hundreds of nurseries have been established nationwide, as well as domestic violence shelters for women and children. Women have for the first time been admitted at the naval academy. Contraceptive pills are available. An Equal Pay for Equal Work law has been passed and the public pension system is being expanded to groups left out by private pensions. 

Rwanda continues to attract investment as a result of its security, political stability and sound macroeconomic climate. The good performance of the agricultural sector boosted Rwanda’s real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) from 7.9 percent in 2007 to 11.2 percent in 2008, although inflation has been a concern. There have been increases in European Union (EU), World Bank and African Development Bank budget support. The EU Millennium Development Goals grant is given to countries that have demonstrated good performance, sound economic management and aid effectiveness over an extended period. 

Corruption in Rwanda is still dealt with immediately when it is discovered, without regard to the position of the person responsible. Senior government officials accused of embezzling public funds have been jailed, including the Permanent Secretaries and Director of Finance of the Ministries of Education and Infrastructure, and the Directors General of the Central Public Investment & External Finance Bureau and the National Institute of Statistics. Ninety public servants across the country were arrested for embezzling national health scheme funds. An investigation of the Fund for Support for Genocide Survivors found 99 ghost students, and 104 people have been arrested for either embezzlement or mismanagement of funds or materials. The Senate Secretary General was fired for purchasing computer bags for senators at a cost of $US 800 each. “What kind of computing does a laptop bag do to warrant that spending?” President Paul Kagame is said to have asked the President of the Senate, during the last government retreat. Rwanda has been selected to host the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa continental meeting to assess how anti-corruption institutions in Africa are faring.

Rwanda’s Gender Based Violence (GBV) Law is a progressive piece of legislation unequalled in any part of the world. It includes marital rape in its definition of GBV, citing it as a reasonable ground for divorce, outlawing violence against boy and girl children and saying no to all forms of violence. During the March customary community work (umuganda), every community cell chose two people; a man and woman, to be in charge of daily supervision and prevention of GBV. Parents were also encouraged to responsibly plan the number of children they will bear in order to ensure safety and security. A Gender Monitoring Office has been established by law in fulfilment of article 185 of the Rwandan Constitution which provides for this independent public institution as a reference point on matters relating to gender equality, anti-discrimination, equal opportunity and fairness. 

Rwanda’s Finance Minister has launched a Gender Responsive Budget Program, an important process with the potential to bring great benefits to Rwanda, not only in addressing gender inequalities but by improving public financial management in general. This will ensure that gender is incorporated into the national planning and budgeting processes at every level of government. Gender is no longer only just a cross cutting issue but also a component of the Economic Development Poverty Reduction Strategy and is considered to be a key to its success.

Awards. President Kagame received the highest award The Distinction of the Grand Cordon in the Most Venerable Order of the Knighthood of Pioneers by Liberia’s President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf at the International Colloquium on Women's Leadership given in recognition of his “exemplary leadership and exceptional contribution to the promotion of women’s rights”. Rwanda’s First Lady, Jeannette Kagame, was this week honoured with a Leadership Award by the Global Health Progress Initiative, in recognition of her outstanding efforts in promoting health care. The Auditor General, Evelyne Kamagaju won the 2008 Global Commendation Award for Africa and the Middle East, for her efforts at professionalising accounting in Rwanda. Domitille Mukantaganzwa, the Executive Secretary of Gacaca courts, has been appointed as one of the seven eminent persons in charge of monitoring governance in Africa. 

War. Despite the positive impact of the recently completed joint operations between Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) against the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR), the problem of the armed genocidaires in DRC has not been completely resolved. One of the most important outcomes includes the new bilateral cooperation between the governments of Rwanda and DRC, which will continue to pursue the FDLR rebels from the jungles of eastern DRC. Hundreds of FDLR fighters surrendered and have been repatriated to Rwanda, along with 7,000 other Rwandans – a strain on a country that is also handling the return of refugees from Burundi. Rwanda & DRC have called upon the international community to play its role in ending this conflict, by arresting ad extraditing the top leadership of FDLR, still living comfortably in European countries.

Family. Andrew was pleased when his New South Wales state crew won the Kings Cup at the Australian Rowing championship. Ellen’s women rowers won the U23 singles and medaled in the lightweight doubles and fours. I was delighted to be able to spend time with children and grandchildren in Dubai over Christmas and New Year.

I was interested to read in the New York Times that “the family that produced Barack and Michelle Obama is black and white and Asian, Christian, Muslim and Jewish. They speak English; Indonesian; French; Cantonese; German; Hebrew; African languages including Swahili, Luo and Igbo; and even a few phrases of Gullah, the Creole dialect of the South Carolina Low country.” Also that the Rev. Eugene Robinson, the first openly gay bishop in the Episcopal Church, offered one important reality check in his opening prayer at one inaugural ceremony. "Bless us with patience and the knowledge that none of what ails us will be fixed any time soon," he stressed, "and the understanding that our new President is a human being, not a messiah." Ballooning expectations are probably Obama’s Achilles heel.

President Barack Obama’s repeal of the Global Gag Rule, which prohibited family planning programs in other nations that receive US aid from using non-US monies for abortion counselling, advocacy, and referrals, will have a huge impact by saving the life, health, and suffering of many women worldwide. Australia has followed suit. Obama has also signed the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act and is making some significant appointments of women, including Hilary Clinton as Secretary of State. More recently he established a White House Council on Women and Girls charged with providing a coordinated federal response to the challenges confronting them and to ensuring that all Cabinet and Cabinet-level agencies consider how their policies and programs impact women and families. 

I am glad that I decided to follow my heart and stay in Rwanda. I believe this country will be an exemplar that other nations can learn from, as changes are consolidated. I am pleased and excited to be asked to establish and develop the Centre of Gender, Culture and Development Studies and have already received messages of academic and financial support from similar centres internationally.  I send my love and greetings with the affirmation of the Women’s Creed. 
Shirley

The affirmation of the Women’s Creed

“We believe in the goodness and value of women; our strength and sanity, our willingness to weep, our capacity to support each other, instead of being rivals; our ability to cope with children’s demands and the burdens of life; our willingness and ability to get on with the job, our spirituality and our earthliness, flowing with life, birth and death. 

We affirm the story of women as the story of humankind: food gatherers and farmers, child rearers and teachers, pioneers and policy makers, needle workers and textile makers, home makers and factory workers, parents, scientists, doctors, housekeepers and economists, givers of life and creators of art and thought, unpaid, hidden workers at home and paid members of the workforce outside. 

We rejoice in our diversity and versatility, our intuition and our logic; we confess our failures and frailties and imperfections, including our part acceptance of violence and injustice in relationships between women and men.

We look forward to the future in faith and hope, working for the day when we and all our sisters no longer have to fit a stereotype, but are free to use all our gifts and to share in all the benefits of human life and work. We look forward to the age of peace, when violence is banished, both women and men are able to live and to be loved, and the work and wealth of our world is justly shared”

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. 
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