














10

WE NEED MORE WOMEN IN PARLIAMENT

UNIFEM London Committee member, Elizabeth Sidney OBE, makes the case for
quotas as a means of ensuring equal representation of men and women in parliament.

Let’s stop complaining about patriarchal injustice. We have to make the decisions ourselves. The UN report on
Progress of the World’s Women 2008-2009 shows an 8% worldwide increase in parliamentarians since 1998. It will
take women until 2045 for parliaments to reach the 40-60% needed for real change. What real changes could we
expect? The UN Survey More Women in Palitics lists, for example, increases in provision of day care, better street
lighting and better services for agricultural workers. Surveys consistently show women are more committed than
men to environmental protection and more strongly opposed to armed conflict. Ellen Sirleaf-Johnson, taking charge
of Liberia, set up an all female force to encourage women to engage with her country’s fairly brutal police force.
New Zealand, where most senior positions are held by women, leads in childcare provision and environmental
measures. With women'’s vote counting in more parliaments, we may see serious monitoring of the gender impact
of trade liberalisation and the structural adjustments imposed by the IMF and World Bank. Governments may at
last begin to honour their commitment (made originally on signing the Beijing Platform for Action 1995) to measure
the contribution of unpaid work to the national GDP. So how do we hasten the increase in the number of women
parliamentarians?

A proven method is in the use of quotas. Of the 22 countries with over 30% women in parliament, 18 have quotas.
Rwanda looks set to be the first country in the world to have a female majority in parliament; it reserves 24 out

of 80 seats for women. It is not humiliating to be elected on a quota. It is a long overdue righting of a serious
distortion in our governing bodies. Moreover, quotas can be temporary — lasting just long enough to acclimatise
the electorate. The UN survey found that more women come out to vote when a women candidate is up. Then
the European Women'’s Lobby is calling for a uniform electoral system throughout Europe — meaning Proportional
Representation throughout UK, which will favour women candidates. Next on the agenda will be getting women

in top leadership positions. So far, a quite disproportionate number of top government posts go to men. The EWL
urges governments to put forward equal numbers of women and men as European Commissioners. We need to
encourage, support and campaign for women capable of taking these positions.

11

WORKING FOR THE UNDP

UNIFEM intern Hanna Alder reports on her experience working for the UNDP with

female heads of household in Bosnia, 2008

In July 2008 | had the opportunity to spend two months
interning with the United Nations Development Fund

in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Based in the remote town
of Foca, which is situated two hours from Sarajevo, |
lived in the town’s only hotel that served as one of the
notorious rape camps during the Yugoslavian conflict in
the early nineties. Before the war, Foca was an ethnic
mix of Serbs and Bosniaks but today, the homogeneity
of this community serves as a brutal reminder of the
atrocities committed during the conflict, in particular the
ethnic cleansing of Bosniaks.

My task was to produce a baseline report on the
poverty levels of Female-headed households, using
the data from a recent household survey. Dealing with
hundreds of names and numbers, it was all very well
making assumptions about these women'’s lives, but
what did we really know or understand about them?

| wanted to find out from the women themselves how
their lives had changed since the Dayton Peace Accord
in 1996 that ended the war. What were the challenges
and the obstacles they faced on a daily basis? What
were their hopes and dreams for the future of their
family and community?

In order to answer these questions | set about
organising focus groups for the women in each town
and village within the municipality. The purpose of
these discussion groups was to provide an opportunity
for the women to break with their routines, to come
together and voice their experiences and concerns, as
well as meet other women in similar circumstances.
Many women were single mothers primarily because
their husbands had been killed during the war -
although divorce, disability of partner and death by
other causes were also determining factors. Often they
were surviving without advice or financial assistance.
Many had not been educated beyond the age of 13 or
14 and the majority did not work, due to widespread
unemployment and the destruction of production
industries during the war.

An unforgettable part of my experience was the
generosity of my eldest participant DuSanka, who
invited me into her home for coffee and subsequently
insisted on sharing her bread, homemade cheese and
home-grown tomatoes. At the age of eighty-seven, she
continued to cook for her family and work on the farm.
DusSanka insisted on sitting on a tiny three-legged stool
in the corner by the stove, where she turned the bread
in the oven and informed me that no man would marry
me unless | learnt to make bread.

It quickly became apparent that this was the first time
some of these women had been given the opportunity
to voice their opinions, to have someone listen to their
experiences and to empathise with their situations.
Working in collaboration, ideas for future projects
were exchanged and grievances were aired. With their
help, enthusiasm and endless generosity, | was able
to form meaningful recommendations for participatory
programmes that, with the right funding, will add real
value to the process of rebuilding livelihoods in the
aftermath of conflict.
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LET LIVE YOUR COURAGE

By Colette Ma’ani

This poem, written specially for the UNIFEM in Northern Ireland ‘She Holds Half the Key’ CD (see page 04), was
inspired by the stories of three women. The first is Rabia, a tenth century poet from the area that is now northern
Afghanistan, the second is Tahireh, a nineteenth century Persian poet, and the third is a Rwandan woman whose

story was told by a Medecins Sans Frontieres doctor.

Yielding her life to the sharp brutal blade

Thrust through pulsating artery

Rabia paints her poems of love

With blood red fingertips

On tiles cracked with age old patterns of control
She writes

“A true lover should be faithful to the end.”

Another millennium passes

and Tahirih pens her poems of love

that cry out her heart’s desire

down centuries of time.

“This afflicted heart of mine has

woven your love to the stuff of life.

Strand by strand, thread to thread.”
Eloquent of mind and body

She spoke of freedom

But roughly tightened silk choked the words
And throttled the tender throat.

All that remains is the beauty of her memory
And her words of truth echo yet.
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And here and now a lacerated woman
Hacked beyond humanity

Lies on blood reddened soil

Treated by a doctor who has only sutures
To tie up what remains.

His futile efforts to redeem what

Has already been lost spills him

Into helpless dispair and sobs.

So many more waiting,

For more than he can give,

He is frozen helpless by the horror.

Then from the violated pieces that remain,
Barely human, comes the woman'’s voice
“Let live your courage.”

And her words of encouragement

In the midst of excruciating pain

Lifted him to action,

And echoed round the world.

May the words of those that suffer
Reach past your ears to heart and soul.
Over centuries and millennium

They cry out their loving call to action
Let live your courage.
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