 Dear friends                                                                                              17 August 2009
I am looking forward to going to Australia in September to visit the family and university gender centres. I will be in Perth 13-15, Adelaide 16, Melbourne 17-18, Canberra 19-20 and Sydney 21-25 September and hope to catch up with many of you. On Monday 14 I will be speaking at an AIIA/UNIFEM seminar at St Catherine’s College, University of WA, on Sunday 20 at the Zonta Biennial conference at Parliament House Canberra and on Thursday 24 at the University of Sydney’s Humanitarian week. My Australian mobile is 0419 005 936 

Work. The Senate of the Kigali Institute of Education (KIE) has created the Centre for Gender, Culture and Development Studies (CGCDS) and appointed me its first Director. It has been a very busy four months, but I have had wonderful support from 25 volunteer academics and interns from USA, Canada, Australia, Afghanistan and Rwanda. We have completed module descriptions for the Bachelors and Masters degrees of Social Science (Gender, Culture and Development) and these have been validated by department and faculty committees and externally assessed with excellent commendations. There is now the process of getting these through the KIE validation committee and the Rwanda Higher Education Council. It is a great privilege to be involved in this pioneering work. We hope to start teaching in January 2010. 

Travels. My April visit to New York, Norfolk and Washington for a meeting of the Virginia Gildersleeve International Fund Board and to seek academic and financial support for CGCDS was timely. KIE has signed a memorandum of understanding with the Old Dominion University in Virginia and had so much support from their former and current head of women’s studies: Professor Emerita Anita Fellman has donated her 20-year personal library collection to the centre and Prof. Jennifer Fish was my major support in module writing over the summer. Speaking at a seminar at Washington College of Law, American University gained another volunteer, Sarah Morison, who assisted with writing law modules. It is not possible to name all of them, including two interns from Australia, but here are a few.
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I visited Nigeria for the first time as the International Federation of University Women’s world vice-president, giving two papers on Girl Child Education in Africa at the Federation of University Women of Africa’s annual conference – the first keynote speech on education generally and the second on Rwanda. I also went to Uganda to visit the Centre for Gender and Women Studies at Makerere University Kampala, as well as the founder of that Centre who is now Chancellor of the Kabare University, near the beautiful Bunyonyi Lake where I am weekending with five other women friends.

Rwanda. Rwanda continues to gain accolades. The US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton has lauded the pace at which Rwanda has developed in the last 15 years after the genocide, using the country as an example of hope for Africa: “The progress is amazing…it has one of the fastest growing economies in Africa, even in the midst of the global recession...Rwandan people believe in themselves...Rwanda’s leaders, led by President Paul Kagame, believe in policies based on evidence and measurable results, including a nationwide emphasis on family planning, cross-cutting partnerships with donors and NGOs, a greater premium on professionalism in the government and the health sector” she said. The African Economic Outlook (AEO) report ranked Rwanda among the top most performing countries in economic governance in Sub-Sahara Africa (SSA). Rwanda retained its ranking as the second most peaceful country in the region behind Tanzania according to the Global Peace Index of 144 countries - 13th and 86th in Africa and the world respectively. 

Time Magazine recognised Kagame as one of the 100 most influential men in the world and the face of emerging African leadership: ‘His reconciliation strategy, management model, empowerment of women in leadership and insistence on self-reliance are transforming a failed state into one with a bright future. Kagame, 51, is one of few leaders who have successfully modelled the transition from soldier to statesman. During the 1994 Rwandan genocide, the world watched in horror but did nothing. Kagame was responsible for ending the slaughter. After the genocide, the nation was in shambles. Kagame and others began the slow process of rebuilding. When he was elected President in 2000, he launched a series of reforms and reconciliation strategies that have caught the attention of investors worldwide. Kagame is willing to listen to and learn from those who oppose him and he has zero tolerance for corruption. Any government worker caught engaging in corruption is publicly exposed and dealt with. That is a model for the rest of Africa – the world too’.

Kagame has won another prestigious award in the policy category from the World Technology Network for ‘great potential to have significant impact on society and institutions’. The President and First Lady received the UNICEF Children’s Champion Award for ‘leadership on behalf of the children of Rwanda, particularly for efforts to increase school enrolment and improve the quality of education’ and. Ms Jeanette Kagame’s work with children through her Imbuto Foundation (which contributes to the health, education and economic empowerment of Rwandan girls) and the Organisation of African First Ladies against HIV/AIDS. Kagame was then the guest of honour at the book launch of In the River They Swim: Essays from Around the World on Enterprise Solutions to Poverty by Michael Fairbanks, including Kagame’s essay on entrepreneurship in Rwanda titled The Backbone of a New Rwanda. 

Corruption. For Rwanda to be able to build world class institutions and services, leaders at all levels must be held accountable and Kagame continues to demand performance in staying focused on achieving the nation’s development agenda, transforming the country at a fast pace. Over 60% of local government leaders elected in the 2006 grassroots elections have either resigned or been forced to resign. Some lacked capacity, were incompetent or mismanaged public funds, while others were caught in corruption and are now in jail or in courts of law. The government has strong checks and balances on Rwandan leaders, expecting them always to be held accountable. 

Agriculture. As other regional countries suffer from food shortages, Rwanda’s newly appointed Minister for Agriculture, Agnes Kalibata, says that the country is food secure. About 91% of Rwanda’s economically active population earns its living, directly or indirectly, from agriculture and Rwanda made enough harvests earlier this year before the dry season started. There was a 16.4% increase in food crop production in 2008, which boosted Rwanda’s real Gross Domestic Product from 7.9% in 2007 to 11.2%. This was the highest economic growth Rwanda has registered in five years. Women were key players in registering this growth as they dominate the agricultural sector. 

Health. Increased access to condoms by the public to avoid unwanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases is now advocated as the best applicable family planning measure. Abstinence is not seen to be practical. Rwanda has achieved a 27% use of modern contraceptives from 10% in only three years - while a big achievement it is not enough. The objective is to reach at least 70 percent so that the population is directly proportional to available resources hence development. Rwanda’s high birth rate of 5.5% in 2008 is down from 6.1% in 2005, and the government is advocating no more than three children as ideal in relation to the 52% poverty level. Trying to reduce family size through persuasion rather than forcible legislation is slow and attitudes are powerful. 

The maternal mortality rate has reduced by 30% since 2005 and the Rwandan Government aims to reduce it further to 50 percent and childhood deaths by two-thirds in 2015. In SSA Rwanda’s progress is second to South Africa. Although the figures are improving, much more needs to be done - about 2,767 women still die during pregnancy or immediately after and 13,000 children die before their first birthday. These mortality rates are being audited at the local levels and the community is participating in finding solutions. Pneumococcal vaccine is now part of the national immunisation scheme, to reduce the current 25% child mortality rate. A nationwide mass campaign against malnutrition has resulted from research suggesting that 45% of Rwandan children are affected by poor nutrition habits. The Ministry of Health will continue to identify, treat and distribute nutritional foods to all malnourished children and closely follow up the impact. While malnutrition does not necessarily kill it does accelerate the rate at which children may die of other diseases hence contributing about 50% to childhood deaths. World Health Organisation rates hunger and malnutrition as the gravest threats to the world’s public health.

Malaria prevalence in Rwanda has decreased 60% in the last two years due to the high government commitment to prevention, treatment, mosquito control and health systems strengthening through the introduction of the communal health insurance. In 2005, malaria was number one natural cause of death for children under the age of five. By 2009, it has fallen to number three, indicating the big stride the country has taken in fighting the epidemic, especially for children under five and expectant mothers. Rwanda now aims at achieving the pre-elimination phase of malaria control within five years and intends to target the whole population rather than just the most vulnerable groups with its malaria interventions.

Sexual and Gender Based Violence (SGBV). With the aim of improving service delivery, care and support to survivors of SGBV, three agencies (Rwanda National Police Health Services UN and Imbuto Foundation) have collaborated to launch a one-stop centre. This centre will offer free, coordinated medical, forensic, legal and psycho-social services to violence survivors in comfortable and confidential surroundings where the victims will be treated by trained personnel and receive counselling as well. The police have started a project that aims at ‘prevention, detection and management’ with the aim of breaking the silence surrounding SGBV and achieving a zero crime-rate. Statistics from police show that in the first quarter of 2008, the top three GBV cases were 350 cases of defilement of under-18 year-olds, 111 of physical violence and 94 rape cases.

Education. Rwanda, with its firm commitment towards strengthening technology within the country and the wider region, now hosts the international Centre for Laptops and Learning with the country becoming the world’s focal point of all One Laptop per Child trainings. Following the Government’s directive to use English as the language of instruction in schools and universities immediately, all teachers are taking English training courses. Huge challenges remain with the country short of 3,186 new classrooms needed to implement the new nine years basic education policy in 2010. KIE is rapidly training teachers to reduce the teacher shortage, but this in itself is problematic. I have just completed teaching a three day module in Gender Skills for 1500 first year students in three classes of 700, 500 and 300 at KIE. The quality of learning in these circumstances without tutorial staff or rooms is limited. 

Only 25% of KIE’s students (and staff!) are female, reflecting the continuing need for incentives for girls to continue their schooling. Annual Imbuto Foundation Awards to honour academic excellence among primary and secondary school girls are presented by the First Lady to encourage this. In 2009, 376 primary school girls and 40 secondary school girls have received awards of a backpack with school supplies, along with a small cash prize. Fifteen of the secondary school girls – all in their sixth and final year – received a laptop and will be given computer training sessions.

Women. There are new additions to the elite group of women who lead nations. Jadranka Kosor is Croatia’s first female Prime Minister, increasing the number of women serving as Presidents or Prime Ministers to 18 or 9.2% of the leaders holding these titles – a sharp increase from 5.4% in 2004 when the Global Summit of Women first started tracking numbers. Dalia Grybauskaite has been elected Lithuania's first female president amidst widespread concern about the economic downturn in the Baltic state. In recent general elections, India gained its first woman Speaker after a sweeping victory for the Congress party: veteran Meira Kumar, 64, a former lawyer and diplomat from the low-caste Dalit (formerly untouchable) community was elected unopposed. The posts of president and leader of the party are held by women - Pratibha Patil and Sonia Gandhi respectively. The Congress party’s image as pro-women and a supporter of the lower castes has grown. Prime Minister Manmohan Singh is himself from the Sikh minority, while the new deputy Speaker, Karia Munda, is a member of a tribal community. Women have won four seats in Kuwait's parliament, the first women to do so in the Gulf Arab state’s history. 

Helen Clarke, former Prime Minister of New Zealand is now Deputy Secretary General of the UN and Head of UNDP. She was ‘delivered’ to the UN in an indigenous cultural installation ceremony ‘with a huge sense of pride’ by Maori New Zealanders. The audience roared when the UN was warned to ‘take the time to look after her, for if you don't take good care of her we will come back and get her!’ In USA, President Barack Obama selected Sonia Sotomayor, a federal appeals court judge whose parents were from Puerto Rico, for the nine-member Supreme Court. She is the first Hispanic to be appointed, only the third woman, and brings more federal judicial experience to the Supreme Court than any justice confirmed in the last 100 years, and more overall judicial experience than anyone in the past 70 years. Rwandan Valentine Sendanyoye Rugwabiza has been retained as deputy director general of the World Trade Organisation. 

Women's activist groups continue to make headlines, and in Kenya women slapped their partners with a week-long sex ban in protest over the infighting plaguing the national unity government. The wives of the Kenyan President and the Prime Minister joined them in the embargo and the Women's Development Organisation coalition paid prostitutes to join their strike. Women leaders said they wanted to avoid a repeat of the violence which convulsed the country after the late-2007 elections. Relations between Kenya's coalition partners, led by President Mwai Kibaki and Prime Minister Raila Odinga, which had become increasingly acrimonious, improved after this initiative. 

Family. Erica and Ian were in Italy to speak at an arts conference and decided to use the opportunity to elope. I missed their first celebration in Perth, which Alan attended to represent the family, but will party with them in September – will also see my first great grandchild Mila in Melbourne. Our brother in law Emeritus Professor Jack Loneragan sadly died last week, a great loss for our nieces and nephews and their families. Ellen is in Varese in North Italy preparing her women’s lightweight double for the World Rowing Championships to be held in Poland while Adam cares for Jessicca and Alicia. Andrew has moved to live with Vicky in Adelaide and be Director of Rowing at Prince Alfred College. Emilia and Isabella are with Linda who is now in good health and Harry has won a boarding scholarship to Kings College. Julie and Nathan have been in Queensland on holidays and Doug goes to join them shortly.

I send my love and greetings with a poem on Purpose which expresses how I feel about this new challenge in Rwanda and a photo of my last child to be married.

Shirley

Purpose

Suddenly, things snap into focus

I've been pursuing unity all my life,

But could only glimpse the monstrous vision in

fragments;

It has haunted me for years.

Each time I sighted it, I struggled to make it concrete.

At first, it seemed I only had a sculptor's yard of

unfinished figures -

Then it slowly began to make sense,

Gathered from glimpses and inferences.

More and more, this mysterious life comes

together.

It may take years more to reveal the whole.

That's all right.

I'm prepared to go the distance.

One's life's destiny is not easily revealed. 

It's too big. 

You may certainly set your sights early, but you will still have to 

make changes and adjustments as your true purpose is clarified.

When it does begin to come 

together, 

there is a tremendous feeling of 

assurance.

Then with each step upon the path of Tao, 

your certainty rings from peak to peak.

-Deng Ming-Dao
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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. 

Professor Shirley Randell AM, PhD, FACE, FAIM, FAICD
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