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Striking nurses in Kenya: Low pay has driven many of these caring professionals to England

BRAIN DRAIN

HURTS AFRICA

Local hospitals are left high and dry as poorly-paid nurses
move north to shore up Britain’s National Health Service

By Sandra Nyaira, Zimbabwe

THEY come from different parts of Africa, but
have just one goal when they arrive in Britain
— to make a better life for themselves and their
families back home.

They are the thousands of women, most of
them professional, who leave their poorly paid
jobs and make tracks for the United Kingdom
in search of greener pastures.

For many immigrants from Africa and most
of the developing world, Britain is the land of
great opportunity — a country overflowing
with milk and honey. But things soon fall apart
as they experience the trauma and the stress of
surviving in a foreign land.

The women, who now form a very powerful
economic group in their adopted land, leave
their husbands, extended families, children and
friends to work in the UK. The skilled women
do all the menial jobs that the British and Eu-

ropean Union nationals do not want, mainly be-
cause of their irregular immigration status.

Occupied mostly in cleaning and care giving
in hospitals and old people's homes, they work
for 18 to 22 hours every day. They rarely have
the time to rest and eat well, their ultimate goal
being to amass as much money as possible and
fulfill their dreams of owning houses and cars
and having a comfortable life back home.

These foreign women, recruited from their
nursing jobs by UK agencies, now hold Britain's
health delivery system in their hands.

British recruiting drive

British health service trusts are recruiting
growing numbers of nurses from overseas to
ease staff shortages while homegrown hospital
workers emigrate to the US, where they enjoy
better salaries and perks.

This prompted former South African Presi-
dent Nelson Mandela to tell the British govern-

ment in 1999 to stop “systematically stripping”
Southern Africa of its most vital resource —
skilled medical staff.

Three years on, the stripping game has ignit-
ed debate in London over the government's
morality in recruiting the foreign medical staff.

Southern Africa takes pride in its array of in-
stitutions of higher learning that annually
churn out qualified personnel — which contin-
ues to trek to the UK in search of greener pas-
tures soon after training. Zimbabwe has re-
sponded by bonding nurses and doctors for the
number of years they were trained with public
funds.

African leaders argue Britain continues to
strip them of their nurses and doctors to shore
up its National Health Service (NHS) by dan-
gling attractive perks they can never afford.

In the years since Mandela appealed to
Britain to stop poaching nurses from southern
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Good
friends
look out
for each
other

By Margaret Nankinga

ADDRESSING the Commonwealth
Business Council at London’s Re-
form Club early this year, Secre-
tary-General Don Mckinnon said:
“For too long, the developing world
has been promised a new deal - aid,
investment and real trade opportu-
nities - and for too long the affluent
world has not delivered on its
promise.”

Yes, developing countries in the
Commonwealth have been receiv-
ing aid. Yes, there is investment
and inter-trade among the Com-
monwealth nations. But there must
be fairer terms of trade if this aid,
trade and investment is to generate
development and if these countries
are to become real partners in de-
velopment.

“Why is it that the developing
world is being criticized for pro-
tecting a manufacturing industry
that builds a consumer product at
three times the world price, yet it
seems acceptable that, in Europe,
farmers spend five times more than
developing countries do to raise a
single cow?” Mckinnon wonders.

This is the essence of interna-
tional trade that hinders the devel-
opment of real partnerships be-
tween Commonwealth countries:
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Editor's
Note

ommonwealth Day is cele-

brated on March 10, just

two days after Interna-

tional Women's Day. This
annual event is a time for reflec-
tion or the 54 member countries,
which have a rich heritage borne
out of their common links with
each other and Britain.

Queen Elizabeth Il traditionally
sends out a special message to
citizens of these countries,
through Commonwealth prime
ministers and presidents. Every-
one celebrates in their own way
— from official receptions to
school assemblies, sports tourna-
ments, concerts, multi-faith ob-
servances and tree-planting cere-
monies.

This Africawoman edition is
dedicated to both Commonwealth
Day and International Women's
Day, which are of special interest
to us as women journalists and
also as members of the Common-
wealth. The theme, Women as
Partners in Development, seeks
to shed some light on the status
of women in development in
Africa while at the same time
linking the ideas to the Common-
wealth Day theme, which is "Part-
ners in Development”.

We set out to contribute to the
debate on the Commonwealth's
role and effectiveness in making
a difference to women'’s lives in
Africa. In these pages, you will
meet women whose lives have
been changed by the different as-
sistance packages of the founda-
tion; you will also find straight-
from-the-heart articles pointing
out the gaps in the lives of
African women.

The modern Commonwealth
evolved out of Britain's imperial
past and, today, helps to advance
democracy, human rights, and
sustainable economic and social
development. With English as a
common language and similar
systems of law, public adminis-
tration and education, the Com-
monwealth has become a vibrant
and growing association of states
in tune with the modern world.

Committed to racial equality
and national sovereignty, the
Commonwealth became a natural
association of choice for many
new nations emerging out of de-
colonisation in the 1950s and
1960s. Issues of racial justice be-
came key as the Commonwealth
threw its weight behind the cause
of freedom. With all the colonies
free, the Commonwealth's work
has been to foster development in
these countries through partner-
ships.
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Nubian women make a living out of selling their hand-woven baskets and carpets. Do they also enjoy maximum returns?

UGANDA

Good friends look out for each
other, says Commonwealth boss

From Page 1
We are not investing in the vital
sectors that would greatly benefit
the economies of the beneficiary
countries.

According to Uganda Investment
Authority records, 26 foreign na-
tions had invested in the country as
at 2002. Of these, nine are Com-
monwealth countries that con-
tribute investments worth
US$670,868,585. Britain heads the
list at $560,257,760 followed by Mau-
ritius at $24,848,000, Kenya at
$24,320,825 and Australia at $23 mil-
lion.

Uganda would be better off if the
investments went to sectors that
would directly benefit grassroots
communities. But, as things stand,
the bulk of the investment is being
poured into mining and quarrying,
which takes 60.9 percent at $545.8
million put into six projects that
employ 763 people. In a country
with no mineral-based manufac-
turing industries, the gain from
this big investment is minimal in
terms of employment and real na-
tional income.

Agriculture, forestry and fishing
- considered the backbone of Ugan-
da’s economy and the sector that
directly employs women - takes on-
ly 9.1 percent of the total invest-
ments, with $81.9 million and di-
rectly employing 4,714 in 28 pro-
jects.

Manufacturing is third with 5.7
percent of the investment and 45
projects employing 2,973 people at

$51 million worth.

Uganda and many African coun-
tries have an edge in sectors such
as agriculture, forestry, fishing and
tourism, says Uganda Investment
Authority Director Maggie Kigozi.
Yet there is very little investment
in agriculture.

If Commonwealth countries are
to become real partners in devel-
opment with Uganda, more aid,
trade and investment should be
geared to the sectors that directly
contribute to economic develop-
ment and growth, Kigozi says.

Rise to challenge

To boost fairer trade, developing
countries also need to rise to the
challenge of competitive trade. Fair
trade should be a two-way traffic. It
is for this reason that Common-
wealth Business Council Mohan

Kaul recently called on African na-
tions to improve their business en-
vironment.

Among the areas that require
improvement are: Joint action by
governments, improving competi-
tiveness, greater involvement of
the private sector and development
of infrastructure. African countries
will only be able to compete effec-
tively in sectors where they have
an economic advantage.

If they keep on protecting indus-
tries that produce commodities
that cost three times the world
price and persist in neglecting the
sectors where they have an advan-
tage, fair trade will remain a myth,
says Mckinnon.

Ugandan firms that are produc-
ing for export, such as the Mairye
flower and vegetable project, are
enjoying maximum returns, ac-
cording to Kigozi. This is because
the country is endowed with rich
soils, conducive environment and
cheap labour.

Developing nations can only im-
prove competitiveness by network-
ing with each other and the devel-
oped nations. But many women
have little or no information on
trade and market opportunities. Al-
though the Commonwealth busi-
nesswomen’s organisation has
done a lot to improve on this
through workshops and informa-
tion exchange, it is like a drop in
the ocean, says Kigozi.

If they are to make any break-
throughs, local investors will need

to improve on quality, be more or-
ganised and create more aware-
ness of international labour, human
rights and environment laws.
Kigozi has words of advice: Devel-
oped countries will buy your goods
only if you have up-to-date book
keeping, high quality goods and if
you do not engage in child labour
and protect the environment.

It is also necessary for the devel-
oped nations to make it easier for
developing countries to access
their markets. Why spend five
times more on the beef industry
when they can get all the beef they
want from any East African coun-
try - and cholesterol-free at that!

It is certainly uneconomical for
industrialised countries to sub-
sidise their farmers to produce
food that could be grown cheaper
and more efficiently by developing
countries.

Opening up their markets would
benefit rich countries too, since al-
lowing the economies of poor na-
tions to grow would create new
markets for the developed world,
says Mckinnon. All this talk of part-
nerships between Commonwealth
countries will be meaningful only if
there is mutual benefit. As Mckin-
non puts it: “In our interdependent
world, we cannot hang on to the be-
lief that we can live in isolation and
ignore the suffering around us. We
are all neighbours now and, as
neighbours, we must realise we are
all better off if we look after each
other.”
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Cricket wrangle splits
ommonwealth

By Florence Machio

he theme of this year’s Com-

monwealth Day may be “part-

ners in development”, but re-

cent developments in the world
of sports have forced many to reflect
on just where the boundaries of part-
nerships lie.

New Zealand and England certainly
demonstrated that there are limits
when it comes to cricket.

When the International Cricket Coun-
cil decided that some of the matches in
the Cricket World Cup be co-hosted by
Kenya and Zimbabwe alongside South
Africa — the main host —complaints
about insecurity soon became the order
of the day. And this despite the fact that

the hell would I want to go to a place
like Mombasa? I just see myself in a
pot of boiling water with all these
natives dancing around me.”

Although he later apologised,
there were no tears shed in Kenya
when Toronto lost the bid to host
the 2008 Olympics to Beijing. At the
end of the day, he just might have re-
alised, he needed the “cannibals” to
give weight to his bid.

Could it be that the Kiwis are suf-
fering from the same wild imagina-
tion? If so, they stand accused of
flouting the Commonwealth spirit of
sports and Australia — which is the
current head of the Commonwealth
Committee on Cooperation through
Sports — has proved itself unable to

give any meaningful guidance.

When taking up the mantle at the
sports committee, the Australian
minister for arts and sports said:
“One of its priorities will be to advo-
cate to governments and interna-
tional agencies, including the United
Nations, the power of sport as a ve-
hicle for community development within the Common-
wealth.”

Mike Mills, a Nairobi rights activist, had this say: “I
can’t understand why the New Zealand cricketers don’t
want to play here. It seems to me that they are inadver-
tently supporting Osama bin Laden. What better way to
support terrorism than to be scared of playing in a coun-
try as beautiful as Kenya!”

Pride and prejudice are unlikely bedmates for partner-
ships. New Zealand, Australia and England wasted an op-
portunity to join with the rest of the Commonwealth in
telling the terrorists that they did not fear them and that
the world would go about its business —terrorism or not.

Baronness Valerie Amos, the UK minister for African
affairs said at a news conference in Nairobi ahead of the
Cricket World Cup: “We cannot discriminate against a
country on the basis of terrorism. No country is safe.”
Need we say more?

the council carried out its own indepen-
dent investigations and established that
the security arrangements in the two
countries were just as good as those in
South Africa.

This being the first time that the con-
tinent would host the event, many
African cricket fans were excited. The
temperature dropped enormously with the news that
New Zealand would not play in Nairobi while England
and Australia were also threatening to boycott their
scheduled matches in Zimbabwe. Both Kenya and Zim-
babwe vowed not to play the matches elsewhere. African insecurity to prepare for the campaign against

The key question was why, even after security arrange- : Zimbabwe and Kenya and, therefore, the African-hosted
ments were upgraded, the Kiwis and Aussies would still Cricket World Cup.”
insist on not playing in the two countries. i Kenya Cricket Association chairman and ICC member

After September 11, 2002, it is generally agreed that Jimmy Rayani capped it all by saying of the Kiwis: “If
there is no safe haven in the world—not unless terrorism people are going to be paranoid about security, then even
is completely wiped out. When the World Trade Centre the White House would be unsafe.”
and even the Pentagon were attacked, it became apparent
that even those who claim the most sophisticated securi-
ty systems could ever claim to be safe.

The Africans immediately cried foul. Kenyan police
spokesman King’ori Mwangi dismissed New Zealand’s
position as “outrageous and dishonest”. South Africans
Nelson Mandela and Thabo Mbeki were quick to join the

Kenya's cricket team vowed not to play elsewhere if their match with the kiwis was switched

fray, with President Mbeki saying: “Given what has hap-
pened with regard to Kenya and Zimbabwe, it may very
well be that the false ‘travel alerts’ about South Africa
were intended to convey a global message of general

Less than charitable

i It was not the first time that Kenya had been at the re-
ceiving end of less than charitable remarks from fellow

members of the Commonwealth. While pitching for the

i Toronto Olympics bid, Mayor Mel Lastman said to a free-

lance journalist before leaving for a trip to Kenya: “Why
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Let partnership
flourish forever

n keeping with international trends, African countries are focusing

on strengthening regional connections — hence the East African

Community, the Southern Africa Development Corporation and the

Economic Commission for West African States. All of these form
the building blocks of the African Union, whose key initiative is the
New Partnership for Africa’s Development.

African leaders have literally been railroaded into seeking regional in-
tegration by circumstances such as conflict, hunger, poverty and disease.
The high profile of West African leaders in resolving the crises in Cote
d’Ivoire, Sierra Leone and Liberia is testimony of the fact that Africans
have decided to take their destinies in their own hands. So do the efforts
to craft peace deals in Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Does Africa still need the Commonwealth? The key elements to resolv-
ing the continents numerous problems are good governance, democracy
and education — areas that form the backbone of the Commonwealth.
Through its secretariat, the Commonwealth works to strengthen and
promote democracy in member countries by providing technical support
and sending observers to monitor elections.

This has gone some way to shame rogue leaders into complying with
the principles of democracy. Where there has been mutual suspicion,
conflict and distorted expectations, the Commonwealth observers have
stepped into the breach as neutral referees. An endorsement by the elec-
tion observers has come to be much coveted.

These teams played a key role in recent elections in Sierra Leone,
Ghana and Kenya. Kenya’s recent peaceful transition was witnessed by
a group of eminent persons, led by former UN under secretary-general
Adebayo Adedeji, lending weight to the fact that the Commonwealth’s
position as partner in Africa’s development remains crucial.

The foundation has over the years supported Africa’s fledgling democ-
ratic processes by sending experts to countries such as Sierra Leone,
where they helped the country shattered by war to organise the land-
mark May 2002 elections.

In Malawi, the experts were on hand to assist with voter registration
and an expert was in Tanzania in November last year working with the
elections management body on computerisation of the voters’ roll.

Many Africans who have honed their skills through Commonwealth
scholarships now occupy key positions in their countries, and civil soci-
ety in general has benefited from training and education.

Nevertheless, the very basis of Commonwealth unity has recently
come into question at the Cricket World Cup held in South Africa, with
New Zealand, Australia and England refusing to play in Kenya and Zim-
babwe for fear of terrorism and violence.

It will be recalled that immediately after the terrorist attacks in the
Kenyan tourist region of Mombasa, the Australians announced that they
had prior knowledge of the raid against Israeli holidaymakers that was
linked with Osama bin Laden’s Al Qaeda network. They had chosen not
to share the information with Kenya in much the same way as New
Zealand claimed it had information that its cricket team would be target-
ed for terrorism in Kenya — and did not see it fit to share the details with
their intended hosts.

The tensions between the UK and Zimbabwe have lasted long enough,
and the British and Australians expressed concern that they might face
violent protests if they went to Harare.

Far from being a major threat to the Commonwealth, however, these
tensions should be seen as part of the continuous growing pains of a
family cobbled together from different cultures and expectations that
must learn to enrich one another’s experiences while helping to smooth
out the rough edges.

Whatever else the Commonwealth countries do, they must not com-
promise the virtue of pulling together towards the common cause of rais-
ing living standards for the people of this unique family of nations. This
spirit is captured succinctly in the Kenyan call to unity of purpose,
“harambee!” Long live partnerships in development.

WOMEN AS PARTNERS
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POINT OF VIEW

Need new partners?
Turn to women

By Golda Armah, Ghana

f Commonwealth countries are looking for
partners in combating hunger, they need look
no further. They can find credible partners in
the rural women of Africa.

Research shows that rural women, the majority
of them farmers, are crucial partners in the fight
against hunger and poverty. Indeed, there have
been various commitments and agreements to en-
hance the status of rural women and promote gen-
der equality in agriculture and rural development.

The UN Millennium Development Goals on re-
ducing hunger and poverty by half by the year 2015
recognises that in rural areas, where 70 percent of
the poor live, women’s equitable access to re-
sources is key to development. The World Summit
on Sustainable Development, held in Johannes-
burg, underscored the fact. A paper presented by
Food and Agriculture Organisation Director-Gen-
eral Jacques Diouf said: “The fight against hunger
and poverty will come to nothing unless we make
sure that women, especially rural women, are
placed at the heart of the
process.”

Despite all these views, how-
ever, rural women remain
voiceless in decision-making
processes and are often not
taken into account when it
comes to designing, imple-
menting and monitoring agri-
culture development policies
and programmes. Nothing pos-
es a greater threat to the fight
against hunger in Africa.

According to FAO, 30 million
Africans face famine — 15 mil-
lion in the Horn of Africa and
over 14 million in Southern
Africa. Forty to 50 percent of
the population of sub-Saharan
Africa goes hungry.

Clearly, we need to develop policies and strate-
gies that shape an enabling environment for the
advancement of rural women. Paramount among
these is a comprehensive programme to train
women in innovative agricultural practices that
boost productivity. Access to production-related
services and labour-saving technologies will free
them from tedious manual farming and go a long
way to increase their harvest.

Rural women and African farmers are even
more essential in the globalisation process. As the
key players in their homes, women need to be em-
powered to extend their versatile role to the local
level.

Despite close commercial ties between tropical
Africa and industrial Europe, the former remains
the poor and least developed despite a wide array

"l wish someone
would tell me what
to do with my farm
produce. | work
very hard with my
hoe and cutlass but
at the end of the
day a quarter of my
produce goes to the
landowner."

of natural resources. One reason for this is that the
present terms of trade mean African exports, par-
ticularly agricultural produce, command low
prices and cannot compete on the world market. A
level playing field will motivate women to produce
more for their countries and explore the export
market.

Over the years, farming in Africa has been based
on the weather; any climate change, be it good or
bad, has an impact on the harvest. This has con-
tributed a great deal to famine in many African
countries. How about developing partnerships for
irrigation dams? Poor education and lack of access
to land and credit pose a formidable challenge to
prospective partners with women farmers.

Processing and storing perishable food crops is
yet another challenge for African governments.
Most food is left to rot when in season for lack of
the technical know-how to preserve it. Bad roads
in rural areas compound matters. Yet the women
may just need trucks to cart their produce from
the farm to buying centres.

Enyonam Zoti is a 36-year-old farmer at Liati in
the Hohoe district of Ghana’s
Volta region. The mother of six
says: “I wish someone would
tell me what to do with my
farm produce. I work very
hard with my hoe and cutlass
but at the end of the day a
quarter of my produce goes to
the landowner.”

Marketing her produce is an-
other headache. She is at the
mercy of middlemen from To-
go who buy it for as little as $3
a tonne.

Women tobacco farmers at
Waute and Semanu in the Akat-
si district work from sunrise to
sunset, only to be forced by cir-
cumstances to sell at throw-
away prices to middlemen in Ghana, Benin, Togo
and Nigeria.

For Yawa Agboyibor, the main problem is that
half her tomatoes and other foodstuff goes to
waste because of poor roads. The same tomatoes
cost a small fortune when they reach the capital,
Accra. “We toil for nothing, and we are still waiting
for the day the government gives us the technolo-
gy to preserve our tomatoes,” say the farmers.

They also live in hope that the government will
fulfill its promise to give them seed money to buy
fertilisers and other agricultural inputs.

High levels of political will and resources will be
required to put an end to gender inequalities. The
theme of this year’s Commonwealth Day offers a
good opportunity for heads of state and govern-
ments to pay some attention to rural women and
their contribution to development.
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The scholarship
that changed
Njoki’s life ...

By Lilian Juma

WHEN Njoki Ndung’u won the pres-
tigious Chevening Scholarship to
study for a masters degree in hu-
man rights law, she had no idea it
would see her rise to become a
member of parliament in Kenya.

The big dream started in 1992,
when she was a state counsel in
Nakuru, the main town in the vast
Rift Valley Province. Her key tasks
were criminal prosecution and civ-
il litigation. Flipping through her
newspaper one day, an advertise-
ment for three scholarships caught
her eye. Her only concern was that
they targeted civil society.

Being a civil servant meant she
did not qualify for such a chance.
All the same, she put in her bid, dri-
ven by the fact that she was eyeing
a high-ranking job in the Attorney-
General’s Office which would re-
quire high qualifications.

“I met a friend who explained to
me that if  wanted to win the heart
of the sponsors, I had to show ex-
ceptional leadership qualities and
demonstrate how such studies
would help in the development of
my country,” she recalls.

Ndung'u fell into the spirit of
things, not expecting much. To her
surprise, however, she received a
reply almost immediately telling
her she had been awarded a full-
time scholarship.

UGANDA

She says: “The fact that I was in-
terested in human rights law, con-
stitutional law and abuse of human
rights under the practice of crimi-
nal law made it favourable for me
as the British Council immediately
agreed to increase the number of
scholarships to four.”

Ndung'u, one of five women nom-
inated to parliament by the ruling
National Rainbow Coalition follow-
ing Kenya’s recent poll, adds: “I was
shocked that things worked out for
me. Above all, the advantage was
that I was a woman. The scholar-
ship came at a time when many or-
ganisations were investing much of
their resources in uplifting the sta-
tus of women.”

Different experience

But learning in the UK was a total-
ly different experience from study-
ing at local universities. “The stan-
dards of education at the Universi-
ty of Nairobi, where I studied in the
1980s were very high and everyone
worked hard. The pressure of work
was very intense and there were
continuous assessment tests every
week.”

She arrived at Leicester Univer-
sity expecting much more pres-
sure, only to find that things were
done differently in the UK. “The
pressure and competition in class
in the UK is not necessarily very
high and one can decide what one

wants to write, including the sub-
jects to take.”

Her stay in the UK was made
easy by British Council staff, who
were readily available and even or-
ganised trips to do with other areas
of study. The best thing about
studying in Britain is that everyone
has access to research information
as the process does not require vet-
ting as in Kenya,” she adds.

On returning home after the one
year, opportunities came knocking
on her door. She immediately quit
her government job to join the In-
stitute of Education in Democracy,
a non-governmental organisation.
She worked there as a programme
officer for civic education for two-
and-a-half years.

Her next stop was the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for
Refugees, where she worked as a
protection officer for two years.
Her time at Leicester proved par-
ticularly useful when she started
her consultancy firm specialising
in human rights. But she was soon
off again, this time to the Organisa-
tion of African Unity (now the
African Union) as an adviser on hu-
man rights for two years.

On her return home, she planned
to start on her doctorate and was
also interested in teaching at the
University of Nairobi’s Institute of
Diplomatic Studies. “But things
moved so fast that I had to post-
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Njoki Ndung'u - a leader who has benefitted from the chevening
scholarship

pone my PhD plans,” she says.

She joined opposition politics at
a time of major changes in Kenya,
working at the coalition’s secre-
tariat, where she actively partici-
pated in strengthening the opposi-
tion’s move to present a united
front against the 40-year rule of the
Kenya African National Union.
Very uplifting
“The scholarship was very uplift-
ing and also boosted my chances of
getting jobs as my qualification put
me way ahead of others,” she says.
“The experience helped me to be
more analytical and strengthened
my ability to look at a problem and
think it through.”

In parliament, Ndung’u aims to
contribute towards developing poli-
cies to improve the status of mar-

ginalised people and to address
human rights issues.

Being in parliament places her in
prime position to lobby other MPs
to work on bills affecting women.
She was on the drafting teams that
put together the Family Protec-
tion/Domestic Violence Bill and the
Equality Bill.

Ndung’u does not believe she has
arrived yet. “I am still young and
have great potential to serve the
nation in other capacities, even in
diplomatic relations. The sky is the
limit.”

Every year, about 2,500 scholar-
ships are given to deserving stu-
dents in over 150 countries to study
in the UK. The Chevening scholar-
ships and funded by the Foreign
and Commonwealth Office and ad-
ministered by the British Council.

MP ‘shadowing’ project off to good start

By Anne Mugisa

TWO Ugandan MPs - one representing the
eastern district of Tororo and the other com-
ing from Kasese to the west of the country —
have just returned home from the UK, where
they “shadowed” fellow female MPs.

Loyce Bwambale of Kasese and Hyuha of
Tororo came out of the experience with one
major insight: Though the issues affecting
women politicians are the same, UK MPs are
more in touch with their constituents. This is
probably explained by the small number of
constituents per MP and the enormous re-
sources for research and opportunities to lis-
ten to their people’s grievances.

MPs in the UK have constituency clinics, or
“surgery”. This is time set aside to meet the

people and get feedback. The MPs also hold
door-to-door meetings occasionally.

The first shadowing programme for the
two MPs took place from November 3 to 10,
2002. The countries benefiting from the Ef-
fective Leadership programme of the British
Council are Eritrea, Ethiopia, Tanzania,
Malawi, Kenya and Uganda.

Most women MPs

Of the six countries, Uganda has the highest
number of women MPs at 70 out of 304. The
country had no women MPs before 1986,
however. Male dominance of political parties
and negative attitudes towards women en-
sured that they stayed out of politics. “I am
not aware of any political party in Uganda
that allowed women to run for parliament,”

Bwambale told Africawoman.

The Yoweri Museveni government intro-
duced affirmative action, ensuring that all 36
districts had a woman MP.

The “shadowing” project — known for-
mally as Effective Constituency Service —is
an extension of the Effective Leadership pro-
ject that sought to gauge voters’ perceptions
of their parliamentarians. The voters felt
their leaders were motivated by self-interest
rather than a national vision and service to
their constituents.

Both voters and their leaders appeared to
have difficulty understanding the role of
MPs, who accused the electorate of harass-
ing them with requests for financial assis-
tance. The study also showed that women
were generally considered to be more in

touch with their people’s needs, more serious
about their work and less corrupt than men.

According to Bwambale and Hyuha, there
are few women in the British parliament be-
cause they can only get there on party tick-
ets. The women MPs have a caucus through
which they identify, research and articulate
development issues.

Uganda does not have a national resource
centre for women, and MPs have to rely on
the modest libraries set up by non-govern-
mental organisations. The verdict, according
to Bwambale and Hyuha, is simple and
straightforward:

If used effectively, the “shadowing” project
will give women the extra edge to boost their
careers — to the benefit of those who vote
them in.
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The courage to

Zimbabwe / Priscilla Mhlolo
lost her husband and daughter
to Aids. Her son killed himself
when he thought he might
have caught the disease. Now
this brave and anguished
woman breaks her silence and
tells her tragic story to
Reyhana Masters-Smith

14 was sitting at the funeral like any other mourn-
er,” Prisca Mhlolo recalls. “No one could believe
that my son had just died. I just couldn’t cry. 1
had shed so many tears over so many years and

now I was empty. “It’s also the day that I decided to
tell the truth.”

Prisca is short, stout and the picture of health. Yet in
the past seven years, she has lost her 7-year-old daugh-
ter, husband and 17-year-old son. All the deaths are in-
extricably tied to HIV/Aids.

Mhlolo was first told she was HIV-positive in 1988.
She spent the next 10 years in denial. She broke her un-
official vow of silence at her son’s funeral. Mhlolo's
brother called her at work to tell her that her son had
committed suicide after being sexually abused by one
of the teachers at his school. He left her anote: “Ican’t
stand to see you hurt. I don’t want to die of Aids. I saw
you suffer with my sister. I saw you suffer with my fa-
ther. I can’t bear to see you suffer anymore ...”

“That was when I thought enough is enough. We
thought that we had kept a secret. But Aids was not a
secret and now my son was dead. He hadn’t even gone
for a test. He just assumed that because he had been
abused he was now HIV-positive.

“After we buried him, I stood up in front of everyone.
My family tried to stop me. Maybe they knew what I
was going to do. But I couldn’t keep quiet. I talked and
I'talked. I told everyone the truth. I told them about the
last 15 years.”

This is Mhlolo’s story of courage and determination.
She speaks slowly, calmly and with authority. She tells
her story in a confident and dignified manner:

My eldest sister was angry. She kicked me and hit

me. My other sister packed her bags and left for
Harare. Everyone in my family was ashamed. It was
difficult. I know that what I did was right. I was al-
lowed to live so that I could talk. The hardest thing to
fight is not the disease. It is the stigma and the fear
that people have. They don’t want to be near you.
They don’t want to touch you.

Inow accept the stigma. I don’t care what people E

think or say or do. Instead, I talk. It is my strength. e e -
And people always come to me for help. That is why e
God let me live. So I could talk to people. In 1988, Martha Mukaratirwa from Headlands in Zimbabwe cares for her daughter Eva at home. Eva was abandoned by her hus-
gave birth to my daughter Agnes. She was always band and her mother literally does all the housework including looking after Martha's baby. Photo: Gideon Mendel.
sick from the time she was born. By the time she was
three-months-old, she had been in and out hospitals “"He told me She just pushed an envelope towards me and said: staff were negative about HIV/Aids. So when I saw
many times and it was always with a different illness. . “Your daughter has Aids and you have Aids.” my husband, I told him that I was going to die.  knew
Then one day one of the doctors told me about a that if our I don’t know what was going through my mind that it was a killer disease. My husband was cool,
disease called Aids and asked if he could take blood daughter then, but I just threw my daughter across the room calm and collected.
tests. Of course, I had heard about the disease, but I had Aids and she hit her head on a bench. She had a scar He told me that he still loved me and that I was still
associated Aids with sex workers and not a married and | had across her forehead until the day she died. I his wife. Those words were so soothing. I didn’t want
woman like me. I had not slept with any man other Aids then screamed and ran out of the room, out of the hospital to think about anything else. I did, however, ask him
than my husband. ! and just kept on running. I fell just outside the en- to take a test. He just dismissed it. He told me that if
I went back to Parirenyatwa Hospital for the re- of course, trance and woke up later in a hospital bed. our daughter had Aids and I had Aids then, of course,
sults. The doctor was not there but his nurse was he had I asked to see my husband when I woke up. Then I he had Aids. After that, he didn’t want to talk about it
there. Her attitude towards me told me that some- Aids"” asked the doctor how long I had to live. He told me I any more. lin our culture, we don't ask too many

thing was wrong. She didn’t want me close to her. had three months. In those days even the medical questions. So I didn’t ask any more questions.
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A woman takes care of a terminally ill relative in a rural Zimbabwean hospital.These photographs by
Gideon Mendel have been taken from Positive Lives, an exhibition at the National Arts Gallery in Harare,
Zimbabwe, that highlights the courage and the reality of living in a world of HIV/Aids in Africa opened
in January a. Positive Lives is an international photographic project initiated in 1992 by the Terrence
Higgins Trust, an HIV charity, and Network Photographers, a photo journal agency.

At the time, I didn’t think at all. My husband did
the thinking for us. A month after I was discharged, I
tried to kill myself. I was in the room with my hus-
band and children and they were all asleep. I took the
bottle of paraffin and poured it over myself. I then lit
a match. It blew out. Another one. That, too, blew out.

My husband woke up just as I lit the fourth match
and my nightie caught fire. He saw that I was on fire
and he threw a blanket over me. He saved me. But I
was still in despair. I wouldn’t talk to anyone. I lied
and pretended that everything was fine. I even
stopped going to church.

Some days [ was fine. Other days it was bad. I cried
as I watched my daughter suffering. I cried every day.
In 1995, my husband was sent to remand prison. At
the same time, Agnes was very sick and I eventually
ended up at Mashambanzou - a shelter for people liv-
ing with HIV/Aids. I was torn. My husband wanted
my support and my daughter also needed me. I chose
to be with my daughter. After a few days, we went
back home.

My husband Bruce also returned. At first he was
mad with me, then he saw Agnes and I explained that
she had been really ill. He was fine. Agnes died on

November 2, 1995. She was buried two days later.
From that day on, Bruce was never the same. He
changed from a caring man to a monster. He would
shout and scream at me. Each day he got worse.
Finally his family came and accused me of being a
witch who had killed my daughter. They took their
son Bruce with them. He was too weak to protest.

A few days later, I went to Kwe Kwe but his family
would not allow me to see him. He died on August 26,
1996. 1 was never told. He was buried the next day.
My children and I only found out two weeks later. I
had not even been allowed to perform the rituals.

All this time, Lynde Francis from The Centre was
helping me. She eventually became a good friend. She
gave me courage, strength and a great deal of sup-
port, both financial and emotional. Whatever she had
she gave me.

The final blow came in 1997. I was working at The
Centre when I was contacted and told that my son
had died. I knew I could have continued on the jour-
ney of lies and pretence, but I chose to take a differ-
ent road. I want to see my daughter Bianca
grow. I want to hold my grandchild so I choose
to live positively.” ,
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Malaria: the

case for

getting our
priorities right

By Charity Binka

hough it can be prevented
and cured, malaria contin-
ues to kill millions of
Africans and costs the
continent $12 billion a year. Most
of those dying are pregnant
women and children under five.

In Ghana, 40 percent of outpa-
tient visits are attributed to
malaria; 10 percent of the cases
end up in admission to hospital.
According to Constance Marfo,
the national malaria programme
manager, the disease makes major
demands on the health care sys-
tem and the national budget,
which is already tight as it is.
“Malaria is more deadly than
HIV/Aids because it kills faster,”
she says. “But people have down-
played it because of ignorance.”

Indeed, malaria has slowed
down economic growth in African
countries by 1.3 percent per year.
Due to the compounded effect
over 35 years, the Gross Domestic
Product for African countries is
estimated to be 32 percent lower
than it would have been in the
absence of malaria.

It is for this reason that 17
heads of state met in Abuja, Nige-
ria, in 2000 to consult on how to
tackle the disease. They argued
that malaria was more than a
health issue and pledged to inten-
sify efforts to halve deaths caused
by the disease by 2010.

Taxes on nets

But almost three years on, few
countries have reduced or waived
taxes on nets. Ghana is among
those that still charge taxes on the
insecticide treated nets that are
considered the most effective way
of keeping malaria at bay, given
the growing resistance to drugs.
With the taxes added on, however,
the nets are out of the reach of
many Africans.

According to the Abuja Declara-
tion, it was expected that by 2005
at least 60 percent of those suffer-
ing from malaria would get “cor-
rect, affordable and appropriate”
treatment within 24 hours of the
onset of symptoms. At least 60
percent of those at risk, particu-
larly children under five and preg-
nant women, were expected to
sleep under the treated nets and
pregnant women would have pre-

ventive treatment.

Despite these lofty ambitions,
the use of treated nets is below
five percent in the 24 countries
where they are in use.

Some $750 million was to be
spent on the fight against malaria,
with the World Bank promising
$500 million. The Bank is nowhere
near meeting this pledge, having
released only $100 million.

UN Secretary-General Kofi An-
nan says in a 2002 report: “The
two-year effort by African leaders
to combat malaria - a disease that
claims as many lives as Aids — has
failed. We are still far from the
Abuja goals. . .. the goal of reduc-
ing the malaria burden by half by
the year 2010 represents an enor-
mous challenge.”

More than promises

Discussions at Abuja did indi-
cate, however, that it would take
more than promises to bring
malaria under control. More than
anything else, it would require po-
litical will to make any progress
against this daunting disease.

Chloroquine, for many years the
best and cheapest drug for treat-
ing malaria, is in danger of failing
in effectiveness. The good news is
that scientists are working to find
a vaccine; the bad news is that
many Africans will not live to
make use of it.

It is not enough to focus on the
old preventive measures. African
governments must develop policies
and strategies that take forward
the fight against the disease. But
Ghana’s ministry of health contin-
ued to champion chloroquine ain
treating malaria until recently,
when Minister for Health Kwaku
Afriyie said malaria parasites had
developed resistance to it.

Research indicates that only in
75 percent of the cases does
chloroquine succeed in treatment
in Ghana and only 60 percent of
the parasites respond to the drug
when isolated. By World Health
Organisation standards, such a
drug needs to be replaced. But it
costs a dollar to get the full dose
of chloroquine while the new
malaria drugs could cost as much
as three dollars for a full course of
treatment. The challenge for
African countries is this: If the
cure is so expensive, why not set-
tle for prevention?
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There’s every reason
why our women
should be leaders

By Mildred Barasa

After nearly three decades of
women’s rights activism, the ques-
tion still lingers: Do women in lead-
ership make a difference? Africa-
woman went on the campaign trail
and came back with a big “Yes” and
afew “buts”. Here’s a sample:

Karen Magara, a young politician
who tried to vie for election in
Kenya’s December poll but was
eliminated at the nominations
stage in dubious circumstances,
says: “Women represent the true
needs of society; they make sure
their children and families are
comfortable. Besides, they uphold
morals. This country is known for
crimes such as corruption because
of the long period that men have al-
most exclusively been in power.”

Magara, 30, cites as evidence the
fact that few women have been im-
plicated in corruption and abuse of
office. Some might argue, however,
that this is a question of lack of op-
portunity since there are few
women in leadership positions that
allow access to massive resources
and power.

In parliament, she says, women
tend to lobby for motions to im-
prove social services and those that
affect their lives. Of immediate con-
cern are laws that deal with owner-
ship of property. Leadership is gen-
erally associated with higher pay,
which will boost women’s econom-
ic standing. Kenya has 17 women
MPs, three of them in the Cabinet
and three assistant ministers.
Kenyan MPs earn close to
Sh500,000 (about $6,000 per month).

The women in the Cabinet head
the ministries of health, water de-
velopment and part of the vice-
president’s office.

According to research carried
out in the United States of Ameri-
ca, women are 50 percent more

likely to take up issues of concern
to women than their male col-
leagues - regardless of the political
parties they belong to.

Says Laura Liswood, secretary-
general of the Council for Women
World Leaders, which is based at
Harvard University: “The problem
is that the number of women in po-
litical life ebbs and flows. You need
a critical mass of women holding
political posts before you see lead-
ers coming through regularly.”

This has been achieved only in a
few countries, and even then coun-
tries that have marginal influence
on the international scene. Sweden,
Finland and Norway boast between
30 and 44 percent female represen-
tation in parliament while Britain
is far behind with 12.5 percent.

"Women do 70 percent
of the farming in this
country and, agriculture
being the backbone of
the economy, their
involvement in
leadership will mean
they get a chance to
make decisions on
how best the sector
can be improved.”

Liswood is among the many who
believe that stereotyping is largely
to blame for the absence of women
in leadership positions. “Women
are seen as good when it comes to
relationship or social issues, but
there is a feeling that they can’t
handle an international crisis as
well as men.”

Since women have exceptional
experiences from those of men, she
argues, they should be represented
adequately in leadership so that

Quote, unquote

Most poverty alleviation strategies in Uganda remain a pain in the neck. They charge ex-
orbitant interest on loans and have ended up doing more harm than good to women, who
are the major "beneficiaries”. The loans are so small that they can hardly set up an eco-
nomically viable project, yet the interest rates are very high. Because most of the women
are just starting out in business, they end up failing. Some have had to sell their house-
hold property to pay off the loans. If they are to help women, poverty reduction strategies
must be carefully analysed and the views and concerns of the beneficiaries taken into
consideration.” —Rose Bukirwa.

their different skills can be high-
lighted. “Women have unique ex-
periences. When you block out a
whole category of people, the polit-
ical world is poorer for it. We are
cutting out a whole area of experi-
ences.”

She continues: “One female
prime minister said to me that
women look at political issues in
terms of how they affect families
rather than the more macro-eco-
nomic outlook of men. So, if they
are discussing an economic situa-
tion they will ask, ‘but how does
that affect the price of milk?’ The
things that affect real people.”

Even though women generally
tend to avoid bloody conflict, Lis-
wood notes, “It’s probably danger-
ous to believe there would be in-
stant world peace if all the world’s
leaders were women. Indeed, Indi-
ra Gandhi was infamous for declar-
ing martial law in India while Mar-
garet Thatcher made the Falklands
war a personal campaign. This just
shows that women leaders too have
to live in the real world and do
what’s best for their country.”

Esther Keino, now a nominated
MP in Kenya, gained stature from
her work as director of Egerton
University’s Centre for Gender and
Women’s Studies. She says:
“Women do 70 percent of the farm-
ing in this country and, agriculture
being the backbone of the economy,
their involvement in leadership will
mean they get a chance to make de-
cisions on how best the sector can
be improved.”

Vigdis Finnbogadottir, former
president of Iceland, believes it is
not too much to ask that women be
allowed the opportunity to rise to
the highest levels of leadership. “I
don’t want women to run the world
alone. But if women and men could
run the world together, things
would be very different.”

WOMEN AS PARTNERS
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Maggie Kigoze: "Proper book keeping is vital, but many business
people ignore it.”

UGANDA

Maggie Kigozi
makes her mark
In business

he swapped medicine for

business when her hus-

band died and used the

experience not only to
provide for her three children but
also to help other women gain a
foothold in trade.

Now the director of the Uganda
Investment Authority and the fo-
cal point for Commonwealth busi-
ness leaders, Maggie Kigozi
joined the business world in 1994
and systematically put into prac-
tice the tricks she had learnt from
him.

Her journey to success began
when she was appointed market-
ing manager of Century Bottling
Company, which produces such
popular soft drinks as Pepsi Cola
and Mirinda. “My decision was
sudden, but I have no regrets,”
she says, and quickly adds that
women should be ready to take on
challenges and adventures.

After working day and night to
prove her worth at Century,
Kigozi was ready to take on the
greater challenge of becoming the
director of the investment authori-
ty. In the early days, even progres-
sive women had difficulty speak-
ing about money and business,
she recalls, perhaps for fear of
ridicule or simply because they

considered them a private matter.
Kigozi considers it a personal
achievement that more women
are able to discuss investment
freely these days.

Although the playing field is far
from level in trade, she has set up
anetwork of women and helped
them establish international con-
tacts alongside encouraging Ugan-
dans to open their doors to in-
vestors.

Kigozi takes particular pride in
prominent businesswomen such
as Miria Kiwanuka, who owns Ra-
dio One and Maria Luyombo, the
director of Tibah School.

Though local women have been
encouraged to start district in-
vestor groups, they still have in-
frastructure problems such as
transport and power supply.

Their business skills have im-
proved, however, and many can
now keep proper records of their
accounts.

“Proper book keeping is vital,
but many business people ignore
it,” says Kigozi. It is no way to at-
tract foreign investors, who de-
mand high standards of account-
ing. It is just another challenge for
madam director, one she is not
afraid to tackle.

- Margaret Ziribaggwa
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Women in leadership:
A dream too far for some

By Sifanele Ndlovu

IN 1996, ministers of women’s affairs from the
Commonwealth set themselves a task: To in-
crease women’s representation in decision-
making positions in the political, public and
private sectors to 30 percent by the year 2005.

With only two years to go, very few coun-
tries have achieved this target; in fact, some
have taken a few steps backward.According
to the Commonwealth Secretariat, only sev-
en countries —including South Africa and the
Seychelles —had 30 percent or more women’s
representation in parliament and local gov-
ernment by January 2000.

South Africa is the only country in the
Southern Africa Development Community
that has attained the 30 percent benchmark,
as women constitute 29.8 percent of the num-
ber of Parliamentarians. Zimbabwe lags be-
hind at a meagre 14 percent following a drop
in the number of women parliamentarians in
the 2000 parliamentary election from 21 to 15
in a 150-seat parliament.

There has been a corresponding decline in
the number of women in the Cabinet. Only
one of the 15 women now in parliament is a
fully fledged Cabinet minister, two are Min-
isters of State, one is a provincial governor
and sits in Cabinet, one is the deputy speak-
er in parliament and another a deputy min-
ister who does not sit in Cabinet.

This means that the highest decision-mak-
ing body in the country is almost 100 percent
male, contrary to the country’s claims of be-
ing committed to gender equality.

Zimbabwe, on whose soil commonwealth
countries met to craft the Harare Declaration
- in which members committed themselves
to promoting principles of democracy, good
governance, human rights and gender equal-
ity — stands accused of reneging on the very

Still a raw

ON the face of it, Ugandan women have it all:
71 women in parliament, 16 in the Cabinet
and 30 percent of all seats in local govern-
ment councils are reserved for women. In-
deed, the constitution states “one-third of the
membership of each local government coun-
cil shall be reserved for women.”

Uganda is the first African country to have
appointed a woman as vice-president. The
government has also introduced the Univer-
sal Primary Education policy to provide free
education for four children per family, two of
whom must be girls. At the tertiary educa-
tion level, extra points are added for girls to
allow more women to study at university.

But some are still not satisfied. “The num-
bers have grown of women in leadership po-
sitions, but their voices are not heard,” says
Jacqueline Asiimwe-Mwesigwa, co-ordinator
of the Uganda Women's Network.

principles espoused under its own roof in
1991.

With a general election marred by reports
of violence and intimidation, and a presiden-
tial election that is still the subject of court ac-
tion, many Zimbabweans believe democracy
is in the intensive care unit. Lying alongside
it are noble programmes such as the 1995
Commonwealth Action Plan on Gender.

The country was slapped with a 12-month
suspension from the 54-nation club in March
2002 after the Commonwealth Observer Mis-
sion for the March 9-10 Presidential Election
came up with an report alleging widespread
violence and intimidation of the opposition,
among other irregularities. The decision is
due to be reviewed in March.

It is widely held that the violence and gen-
erally tense atmosphere that has charac-
terised the Zimbabwean political landscape
since 2000 discouraged women from active
politics, leading to the decline in the number
of women political leaders.

Women drop out

Says Nomalanga Khumalo, MP for Umz-
ingwane constituency, about 30 kms south
east of Bulawayo: “Women and violence don’t
mix. The moment the campaigns become vi-
olent, women drop out of the race. Unless
something is done about this culture of vio-
lence in politics we will always have less
women than men in leadership positions.”

She is one of seven women who got into
parliament on an opposition Movement for
Democratic Change ticket in the 2000 election
despite the violence.

Khumalo believes the two dominant par-
ties, the MDC and the ruling ZANU (PF), do
not have gender sensitive policies. There are
few women in the top structures of the par-
ties and they do not have a quota system to

deal for U

Since coming to power in 1986, President
Yoweri Museveni’s government has made
significant strides towards including women
as partners in the country’s development and
decision-making process.

But tradition dies hard and Ugandan
women argue that they still have a long way
to go. Though the 1995 constitution clearly
sets out the rights of women, which include
participating in the social, economic and po-
litical development of the country without
discrimination.

However, women MPs’ efforts to introduce
laws giving women equal rights in society
have been frustrated by lack of goodwill.

Do not own land

Customarily, African women do not own
marital land or property. Thus when a hus-
band dies, his land and property - including
his widow and children - are “inherited” by
his brothers. When women parliamentarians

encourage the participation of women in pol-
itics. Yet the women’s wings in both parties
are the driving force at the grassroots level.

The MP adds: “We need to introduce a quo-
ta system to ensure women are adequately
represented in decision-making positions.
‘Women form a majority in the support base
of these parties but somehow when it comes
to top leadership positions, they are not visi-
ble. Because of that, we have led our society
to believe that only men can be leaders. They
need to see practical examples of women in
leadership positions in order for them to get
used to it and change their attitudes.”

Florence Buka, MP for Gokwe East Con-
stituency and a minister of state in the Pres-
ident’s Office, also believes the quota system
will not only help increase female represen-
tation but also have an impact on the quality
of debate in parliament.

Buka felt that issues such as gender,
HIV/Aids and the welfare of the elderly and
children were not being adequately ad-
dressed because there were fewer women to
champion them as men tend to concentrate
on “mudslinging and being partisan”.

Although limited by the partisan nature of
the proceedings in the highly polarised Zim-
babwean parliament, women members of
parliament have come together to form a cau-
cus to discuss issues of common interest.

“With the formation of the women’s cau-
cus, we hope that all women MPs will unite
and push for a gender agenda regardless of
which party they belong to,” says Khumalo.
“If we stick to partisan debates, we will nev-
er be able to push our own cause as women
and our numbers will continue to dwindle.
‘Who knows, there might even be less women
in the parliament after the 2005 election.”

Of the 150 seats in Zimbabwe’s parliament,
120 are constituency seats contested by po-

litical parties and individuals. The restare
distributed at the discretion of the president.

Ten of the non-constituency seats are re-
served for traditional leaders chosen by the
chief’s council and the remaining 20 are used
to accommodate various interests. Usually,
the president reserves eight of the remaining
20 seats for governors and the rest are given
to individuals considered to be strategic al-
lies but who could not garner enough sup-
port to win an election.

In 2000, President Mugabe used 12 seats to
rescue heavyweights like Speaker Emmer-
son Mnangagwa) who had lost to the opposi-
tion. He also used them to accommodate peo-
ple he wanted in his Cabinet but could not
win a popular election. Clearly, it was within
the president’s power to intervene to in-
crease women’s representation in parliament
following the loss of some women MPs in
elections. “If we can have seats reserved for
some sections of Zimbabwean society, why
we can’t we do the same to accommodate
women,” says Khumalo. “There is scope here
for women to lobby for a quota system.”

When Commonwealth ministers for
women’s affairs resolved to increase
women’s representation in politics, they ar-
gued: “Without an equal number of women
in politics, there is no true democracy.”

Although the Commonwealth is a volun-
tary organisation without a constitution, it is
well placed to influence member countries to
comply with an agreed agenda.

Despite its dispute with some members of
the Commonwealth, the Zimbabwean gov-
ernment has not said it will pull out of the
voluntary club. This, hopefully, means that
the country still wants to be a respected
member of the international community and
is prepared to abide by the principles mutu-
ally agreed at these international forums.

andan women

lobbied for the law to include women's co-
ownership of matrimonial homes, the
amendment was omitted from the legisla-
tion. Their efforts to re-introduce the issue
have been unsuccessful so far. Without land,
women have no authority in family matters.

Says Asiimwe-Mwesigwa: “Economically,
things are still bad for women. While women
work hard to grow crops, especially the rur-
al ones, but at the end of it all it is the men
who benefit since it is they that make deci-
sions on where to sell the produce and how
to use the proceeds from the sales.”

Africa Online late last year quoted
renowned Ugandan feminist Sylvia Tamale
arguing “the guarantees of equality in the
constitution and the promotion of women’s
participation in decision-making, from grass-
roots to national level, have largely failed to
eradicate entrenched cultural, religious and
traditional authorities, which implicitly dis-
criminate against women.”

Asiimwe-Mwesigwa says women’s partici-
pation in local politics in Uganda has long
been viewed as an extension of their tradi-
tional involvement in household manage-
ment. We trained gender officers at local
council levels but they said they were main-
ly considered for jobs such as organising
dance groups and preparing meals for cele-
brations,” she told Africawoman.

The Ministry of Gender’s budget has de-
creased over the years, with claims that it
gets money only after all the other min-
istries’ budgets have been met - chiefly be-
cause it is considered to be an “add-on.”

In its 2000-2005 Plan of Action, the Com-
monwealth seeks to accelerate the imple-
mentation of policies for gender equality and
to improve their outcomes at national, re-
gional and international levels.

The plan targets strengthening of national
women's machineries ability to mainstream
gender issues and develop policies.
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Prize for
top writers
of fiction

THE outstanding literary talent
that exists in many parts of the
Commonwealth is making a sig-
nificant contribution to contempo-
rary writing in English. To en-
courage and reward new Com-
monwealth fiction and ensure that
works of merit reach a wider audi-
ence outside their country of ori-
gin, the Commonwealth Founda-
tion established the Common-
wealth Writers Prize in 1987.

This major prize for Common-
wealth fiction is fully internation-
al in its character and administra-
tion. Entries are first assessed by
four regional panels of judges and
the selection of the overall winner
is made by a distinguished pan-
Commonwealth panel. Each year
the award ceremony is held in a
different Commonwealth country.

Novels and collections of short
stories are eligible. Drama and po-
etry are ineligible.

The work must have been writ-
ten by a citizen of the Common-
wealth, of reasonable length and
be in English.

The eight regional winners will
be invited to Calgary, Canada, in
May 2003, when the final judging
will take place and the prizes pre-
sented at a gala awards dinner.

In addition, the best book win-
ner will be invited to London for
an audience with the Queen.

— Florence Machio

Addressing
the challenge
of learning

THE Commonwealth of Learning
was created by Commonwealth
heads of government to encour-
age the development and sharing
of open learning and distance edu-
cation, knowledge, resources and
technology. International head-
quarters were established in Van-
couver in 1989, hosted by Canada
and the Province of British Colum-
bia, whose combined support has
been critical to the viability and
growth of the organisation over
the years.

Within its mandate, COL has
emphasised the relationship be-
tween girls and women and new
communication technologies. A
number of regional workshops on
gender and technology have been
held. It has also initiated other
projects related to gender.

Challenges continue to face
girls and women in many parts of
the Commonwealth, whether in
the lack of educational and eco-
nomic opportunities or in the con-
travention of human rights. Open
and distance learning offer oppor-
tunities to address these chal-
lenges.

- Florence Machio

UGANDA

WOMEN AS PARTNERS

Monkey business as
women pay price of war

By Nabusayi L. Wamboka

FROM the thick forests of the De-
mocratic Republic of Congo to the
semi-arid sands of Karamoja in
Eastern Uganda, guns are smoking
and women are on the run.

Native pygmies living in the trop-
ical forests of Congo are being
hunted down as a delicacy in the
war torn country and the armed
cattle raiders of Karamoja are rap-
ing and Kkilling their neighbours
with impunity.

The UN observer mission in Con-
go early this year issued a report
quoting testimonies from 350 wit-
nesses that rebels in one of Africa’s
major wars force pygmies to hunt
and prospect for minerals. If they
return empty handed, they are
killed and eaten instead.

The search for food amidst war
has had major consequences that
have not only destroyed tourism in
the region but also turned the lo-
cals into the hunted as rebels seek
to survive.

As the Congolese flee what must
be one of the most horrible deaths,
they come with traditions that
threaten to wipe out Uganda’s frag-
ile ape numbers.

According to Animal People an
internet newsletter, warfare threat-
ens mountain gorillas, barely 400 in
number, and may be an even more
urgent threat to chimpanzees.

Ugandan Wildlife Education
Centre consultant Wilhelm Moeller
warned recently: “Refugees don’t
leave their traditions and habits
behind. Eating bush meat is one of
them. It has never happened before
that chimpanzees and gorillas are
consumed in Uganda, but a lot of
Congolese are in western Uganda
and many are not in refugee camps
but in areas that are chimpanzee
habitat.

“There is fear that poaching is in-
creasing as people hunt the pri-

Gearing up

EVERY four years, the 72 nations of
the Commonwealth gather to en-
joy the friendship, entertainment
and sporting performances that
make the Commonwealth Games
the most tangible mortar that
binds together this unique family
of nations.

The first Commonwealth
Games took place in Hamilton in
Ontario, Canada, in 1930. Eleven
countries boasting 400 athletes
participated in these first games.
Except for 1942 and 1946, during
World War II, the games have

Eating bush meat is one of the traditions and habits of refugees
from the Congo.

mates and sell the meat to the
refugees, and we fear that eating
primate meat might spread to
Uganda.”

Moeller spoke soon after two
men were jailed for 18 months each
for being found in possession of
chimp meat near the western
Ugandan town of Kasese.

Cook the apes

An estimated 3,000 chimps and 400
mountain gorillas live in western
Uganda, along the Rwandan and
Congolese borders. Minister of
State for agriculture, animal indus-
try and fisheries Kibirige Ssebunya
recently advised islanders in Kal-
angala district on Lake Victoria to
cook the apes and eat them after
they complained about monkeys
destroying their crops.

The islanders have never forgiv-
en him. “We made a genuine com-
plaint to the minister about mon-
keys destroying our crops,” says
Margaret Kayaga. “He told us to
eat them. What kind of support is
that?”

Agriculture is the mainstay of

the island women while lumbering
timber and fishing, which fetch
more money, are largely done by
men. Monkeys constantly destroy
the crops and women are not
amused.

“Our problem as women is that
we get our money from farming.
The men go fishing and for timber.
But despite this we can’t make a
good harvest because of the mon-
keys. They are too many and soon
they will be more than the is-
landers,” says nurse Sempero Brid-
get Nansubuga.

In Karamoja, the women are flee-
ing hunger and torture from ma-
rauding Karimojong warriors who
have sent thousands feeling to
neighbouring districts.

The war between government
forces and the Lords Resistance
Army, covering the region border-
ing Southern Sudan and stretching
throughout the north, has left the
Karimojong, who are primarily
pastoralists, searching for food and
water at gunpoint.

A government call for a volun-
tary gun surrender expired on Feb-

IN DEVELOPMENT

ruary 15 last year and only 7,676
guns out of an estimated 40,000
were collected.

The government then launched a
“forcible disarmament operation”
in Karamoja. According to Nation-
al Review Online columnist Dave
Kopel, the remaining gun-owners
refused to disarm. The Uganda
Peoples Defence Force went on the
rampage, beating and torturing
Ugandans, and raping and looting
at will.

There were media reports of the
death of an expectant mother said
to have “died of injuries sustained
when a soldier kicked her in the
stomach during forced disarma-
ment”.

The mother of external security
chief David Pulkol was “mistaken-
ly” forced to eat and swallow the
beads she was wearing after she
failed to convince soldiers she
knew of no guns.

10,000 guns

By mid-July, the total number of
confiscated guns had reached
10,000 — only about 25 percent of
the expected total.

The fight for protection and sur-
vival has led the Karimojong to at-
tack, Kkill, rape and displace thou-
sands of people, especially women
and children in Katakwi and Kap-
chorwa districts.

Many are now camped in dis-
placed people’s camps but even
these are randomly attacked by the
raiders. The national army is either
too weak or not prepared for the
swift attacks.

As the women flee further in-
wards to the safety of the cities,
they fall into the trap of prostitu-
tion, unemployment and environ-
mental degradation.

But, as the saying goes, better a
slow death that you cannot see
than one that you look straight in
the eye.

for the first Games of the century

been held every four years. Six-
teen games have been held in to-
tal, with three of these hosted by
Australian cities — Sydney in 1938,
Perth in 1962 and Brisbane in 1982.
While other games around the
globe have been founded on geo-
graphic or climatic factors - such
as the Asian and African games
and the Winter Olympics - the
Commonwealth Games are based
on a common history and lan-
guage, English. All athletes and
officials can converse in the lan-
guage, creating an atmosphere

that has led to the Commonwealth
Games being known as the
“Friendly Games”.

The next Commonwealth
Games will be held in Melbourne
in 2006.

The games are designed to help
encourage and support the pur-
suit of health and fitness in mem-
ber countries and provide inspira-
tion for youth to strive for excel-
lence.

Uganda has performed remark-
ably well in boxing, with James
Nyakana and Justin Juuko win-

ning gold medals. Kenya and Nige-
ria have also won medals in ath-
letics and other sports.

Lately, there have been propos-
als that women be allowed to con-
test directly against men in games
such as chess that require more of
brains than physical exertion. It
has been done in lawn and table
tennis, where mixed doubles are
arranged.

Let women rise and use the
Commonwealth Games as an av-
enue for emancipation.

- Margaret Ziribaggwa
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Tired of a senseless war

By Grace Githaiga

REBECCA Okwaci comes from
Malakal in Southern Sudan but
went to school in Khartoum. The
ones in her home area had stopped
functioning, thanks to the war. She
later married a commander in the
Sudanese People's Liberated Move-
ment (SPLM) and moved to Addis
Ababa.

She now lives in Nairobi with her
children while her husband is in
Khartoum working for the govern-
ment. “This war is tearing families
apart and I feel women must have a
much larger voice in peace mat-
ters,” she says.

Manel Mohammed Al Ajabu, 33,
says her grandfather married one
woman from the north and anoth-
er from the south. She is from the
northern branch of the family.
When she was growing up, the
family maintained cordial rela-
tions.

She trains women both from the
north and south. 'What we have in
common is the fact that the current
conflict in Sudan is making our
lives a misery,” says Ajabu. “By lis-
tening to one another and sharing
our lives’ experiences, we bridge
the gap and work towards peace.”

Nyabenyi Tito Tipo 38, lives in
Nairobi while her husband has
gone to look for work in Botswana.

Organisation fights to end suffering and misery
caused by endless fighting in southern Sudan

She has been left with the task of
raising her children on her own.
“My children are growing up in a
strange country, among strange
people who do not speak the Shiluk
language and do not know Shiluk
culture. The war is so destructive
— I would rather think of peace.”

These are just a few accounts of
devastated Sudanese women who
have been living in Nairobi because
of the war in Sudan. Most are con-
cerned about the war and the need
for peace in their country. It is for
this reason that they got together
and in 1998 formed a network of
what is known as the Sudanese
Women Empowerment for Peace
(SUWEP).

Search for peace

SUWEP's main objective is to sup-
port Sudanese women to be effec-
tive in the search for peace. The
majority of the women are illiter-
ate.

Mary Apar, the SUWEP- SPLM
United chair says that the quest for
peace in Sudan has been dominat-
ed by men. Women's roles and ef-
forts are often neither acknowl-
edged nor recognised. Their agen-

da for peace is not taken into con-
sideration during negotiations.
Though the Sudanese peace
talks are taking place in Nairobi,
SUWEP is not participating. Yet
women play a central role in any
society. They bring up children,
they share love, and resolve con-
flicts among families. It is neces-
sary to recognise women'’s inher-
ent gifts, says Major Sammy Ndeg-
wa of the Kenya Navy and a spe-
cialist in disaster management. Be-
sides, women and children are the
primary casualties of war.

Most African communities are
grounded in partriachy, and this
may partly explain the absence of
women in the Sudanese peace
talks.

But Ndegwa urges women to cul-
tivate the skills associated with
peacemaking, such as dialogue and
the ability to listen, if they are to
survive.

SUWEP has written to the Inter-
governmental Authority on Devel-
opment to request observer status
and still awaits a response.

The network has a crucial advo-
cacy role in the peace process, says
Apar. “We want all women to un-

derstand our situation and push for
women to talk on behalf of other
women. In fact, we are in the
process of opening an information
centre for proper networking and
to facilitate information and expe-
rience sharing.”

Humble achievements

Okwaci speaks of their “humble
achievements” with a great deal of
pride. They have been able to build
the capacity of their core members,
formed a structure and built team
work. They have been able to con-
duct awareness workshops on
peace and leadership and they can
tell that the women on the ground
have grasped what peace means.

She adds: "Most of the grass-
roots women are illiterate but they
are now aware of their rights and
very interested in the peace work-
shops. They are thirsty for knowl-
edge. They feel that that is the
knowledge they missed for a long
time and often tell us that they
want to know how to handle the pa-
per and understand (meaning how
to read and write).”

One of the greatest achieve-
ments for SUWERP is the fact that

Let us benefit from democracy, too

the four groups from the South —
SPLM, SPLM United, Sudan Peo-
ple’s Democratic Front - can sit at
one table with the five groups from
the North. “But as women, mothers
and builders of the nation, we re-
alised that despite our differences,
it is futile to have war,” says
Okwaci. All the groups meet three
times a year. Sudan has many fac-
tions and it is necessary to create
blocks for good governance.

SUWEP has teams on the
ground based at “peace centres”.
These are basically meeting points
for women and venues for work-
shops. The trainers usually con-
duct door-to-door campaigns for
days, encouraging the women to at-
tend workshops.

Due to high illiteracy levels and
financial difficulties, the network is
unable to ascertain whether the
messages passed on during train-
ing workshops are being put to use.
At the international level SUWEP
has attended meetings in the
Hague and in Washington, where it
won a peace award in 2002 from the
National Peace Foundation.

Together with others, the
women of SUWEP are trying to
convince their leaders that they
must stop this war and that politi-
cal negotiations are the right path
to end the human tragedy in Su-
dan.

By Eunice Menka, Ghana

afui and Sarah* died in January

this year. They died within months
of each other, the victims of grue- :
some sexual abuse. Sarah had to

stay away from school for three years after
her classmate’s father defiled her. The me-

dia covered the two cases extensively, set- !

ting off a huge outcry.

Civil society has protested that the gov-
ernment has not done much to protect the
rights of women and girls in the face of a
steep rise in rape and defilement. At least
six cases of sexual assault are reported dai-
ly in the capital, Accra. The winds of change
are said to be blowing across the continent,
but women’s rights do not seem to have
benefited much.

Human rights activists have appealed
several times to the ministries of justice and
women'’s and children’s affairs to crack
down on the rapists - to no avail. And this
despite the promise of freedom and good
governance when President John Kufuor
took over in 2002 after 20 years of the mili-
tary and civilian rule of the Rawlings ad-
ministration.

Gone were the excesses of the former
government. Human rights abuses were
particularly rampant from 1979 to 1981 and
women traders were often whipped for al-
leged corruption. President Kufuor replaced
the army, formerly the keepers of law and
order, with police. A women’s and juvenile’s
unit was soon created, but the police were
too ill equipped to do much. And so the sex-
ual abuse continues.

Although there are no legal barriers to
women’s participation in government and

i politics, cultural and educational factors
hamper their progress. Besides, political

parties rank women low on the party lists,
making it difficult for them to win elections
- and, therefore, influence laws and policies

i that will change the lives of women and

girls. Ghana has only two women in the

i Cabinet.

Ghana is not alone in this. When Sene-

i gal’s Abdoulaye Wade came to power in the

recent elections, he appointed only two
women to the 19-member Economic and So-
cial Council, the government’s policy-mak-
ing body. He appointed a female prime min-
ister, though, putting himself a cut above his
predecessor. Mame Madior Boye ensured
several women got high ranking jobs, but
she was recently sacked.

The National Council of Women in Nige-

¢ ria has lamented what it describes as the

"systematic elimination" of women contest-

! ing elections.

The president of the Plateau State chap-
ter, Jubie Ser, recounted at a recent meeting

i how "many female aspirants for elective of-

fices have been either edged out or defeated

i at party primaries".

It may not all be bad news, though. The

: expansion of the democratic space has led
i to the growth of a vibrant civil society,

which champions the rights of women and
children with zeal and passion. The growth

The National Council of Women in Nigeria has lamented
what it describes as the "systematic elimination"
of women contesting elections.

of a stronger and independent media has

i helped too.

There is a glimmer of hope for women in

! the democratic transformation sweeping

across Africa. In war torn Sierra Leone, re-

i cent elections saw the number of women

i MPs rise from eight percent to 15 percent —
i statistics much higher than in some West

i African countries.

Sarah Diabate of the Guinea People’s

i Union, who was in a group of women who
i traveled to Senegal as part of a USAID-
i sponsored political study tour said of the

country that has now become a symbol of

i Africa’s democratic reforms reported: "This
i was a pilgrimage for us. What struck us
i was the solidarity among the women in

Senegal. Regardless of their political affilia-

i tion, women were helping other women to

promote development. There was solidarity,
synergy and commitment."
If anyone needed the evidence, this

i should be enough testimony of what democ-

racy can do for women. It might just spur

i Ghanaian women into putting up a stronger

fight to ensure that girls like Kafui and
Sarah do not die in vain.
*Full names withheld
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Nursing brain drain
hurts Africa

From Page 1

Africa, the numbers of recruited
health personnel entering the UK
has risen more than five-fold - from
393 in 1997-98 to more than 2,114 in
2001.

The global shortage of nurses
raises an ethical issue with British
legislators asking whether they
should be poaching nurses from
countries that can ill-afford to lose
them.

Ministers have urged the NHS to
stop actively recruiting in southern
African in response to Mandela's
appeal but did not formally declare
a ban until 1999. The ban included
Caribbean countries.

Last year, the British government
published a code of practice ex-
tending the ban to all developing
countries except where the host
government had invited them to re-
cruit. This included countries such
as the Philippines, where there is a
surplus of nurses.

The ban did not extend to com-
mercial agencies, which critics say
are now doing the “dirty work” for
the NHS. A spokeswoman for the
Nursing and Midwifery Council
says: "Our impression is that most
nurses from Africa are coming
through private recruitment agen-
cies despite the government's ad-
vice not to recruit from there."

34 agencies

Thirty four recruitment agencies
listed on the Health department’s
website were registered for follow-
ing its code and operating ethical
recruitment practices, including
not recruiting from the developing
world.

In a parliamentary written an-
swer to the Liberal Democrat MP
Paul Burstow, the department said
there were 92 agencies in all -
meaning two out of three had not
signed the code of conduct.

Evan Harris, the Liberal Democ-
rat health spokesman, said at the
time: "It's disgusting and it was pre-
dictable that reliance on overseas
recruitment would pull in the pre-
cious trained staff from other coun-
tries. It is morally indefensible to al-
low this to happen without admit-
ting it, quantifying it and offering
some reciprocation."

The Health department spokes-
woman says NHS trusts were "en-
couraged" to use only those agen-
cies that followed the code of prac-
tice, but they could not be ordered
to do so because of the govern-
ment's policy of devolving deci-
sions.

She adds: "We are committed to
the ethical recruitment of staff from
abroad. The NHS does not actively
recruit nurses from developing
countries or through recruitment
agencies."

Several nurses had learnt of the
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Caring professionals: Low pay has driven many nurses to England

opportunities through word of
mouth or by learning of job oppor-
tunities on the Internet. "We can't
prevent people coming to this coun-
try and getting a work permit if
they want to," she says.

The Royal College of Nursing
supports overseas recruitment but
says it must be done ethically and
that proper support must be given
to nurses once they arrive.

Some nurses have alleged ex-
ploitation by recruitment agencies,
which charged fees of more than
£2,000 to bring them to Britain. In
response, the Tony Blair adminis-
tration has set up an international
help line for overseas nurses where
they can report problems or seek
assistance to prevent exploitation.

But even as the NHS pulls in
nurses from overseas, British-
trained ones leaving. For every two
nurses recruited overseas, a home-
grown one moves abroad.

Last year 6,256 British nurses em-
igrated, the highest number for 10
years. There was a strong recruit-
ment drive from the United States
of America, which took most of the
nurses.

Britain needs 2,000 nurses to run
a 600-bed hospital and professional
women from Africa continue to
pour into the UK to fill the gap.

Recruiting

Investigations by Africawoman
reveal that British recruitment of
medical personnel in Africa centres
mainly on Kenya, Zambia, Zim-
babwe, Botswana, Malawi and
South Africa. In total, according to
the Nursing and Midwifery Council,
these countries supplied more than
3,614 nurses to Britain last year,
compared with 91 in 1998-99. The
number continues to rise.

The Manchester Royal Infirmary
says it has recruited more than 250
nurses from the developing world
in the past two years by placing ad-
vertisements in local newspapers
and hiring recruitment agencies.
Those 250 nurses mean the differ-
ence between triumph and disaster
for the infirmary. Without them, al-
most 20 wards would have to close,

according to head of nursing
Cheryl Shuttleworth.

Adeline Mlambo, 25, from Zim-
babwe, arrived in London two years
ago and is now working in an or-
thopaedic ward in Manchester. "I
got my work permit and my flight
was arranged in a very short time,"
she told Africawoman. "I am here
because the money makes a differ-
ence when I send it home. I have a
lot of people to feed and patriotism
is not going to do that for me."

4,000 vacancies

Shuttleworth adds: "We antici-
pate there will be 4,000 vacancies
for nurses across Greater Man-
chester by 2005 unless we do some-
thing to boost recruitment. That is
a huge number. Our own trust is
growing massively and services
are expanding but the available
workforce has shrunk. There is
huge competition for staff."

By earning the much-needed for-
eign currency, the women have be-
come the engines that keep their
home country's economies ticking.

Figures from the NHS reveal
most health professionals were
from the Philippines, which last
year exported 7,235 nurses to the
UK, bringing its total to 11,000 in
three years.

The UK government target of an
extra 20,000 nurses by 2005, set in
the NHS 2000 plan, has already
been achieved two years ahead of
schedule due to the overseas re-
cruitment. Now it has set a new tar-
get of recruiting 35,000 more nurs-
es by 2008. Tough competition
awaits, with countries like the USA
fishing in the same pond.

But the global market is getting
tougher as countries vie for posi-
tion in the increasingly desperate
struggle for extra pairs of skilled
hands. The US needs to recruit one
million nurses over the next 10
years.

The brain drain means that the
nurses left at home in the develop-
ing countries are generally over-
worked. Hospitals are not only un-
derstaffed but also lack the medi-
cine to help the sick
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Women strike
gold in war-torn
countries

By Sibongile Ncube

AS African governments attempt to
rebuild the economies of war torn
Angola and the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, Zimbabwean women
have taken advantage of peace in
the two countries to hunt for gold.

With virtually no infrastructure
due to the civil war that ravaged
Angola for over two decades and
the political upheaval in the DRC
that led to the assassination of
President Laurent Kabila, most
countries in Southern Africa have
intensified their efforts to market
their products in the emerging
markets.

Angola is potentially one of the
richest countries in Africa, with its
mineral reserves, fertile land and
capacity to produce electricity. The
DRC is also rich in diamonds and
has the potential to do a booming
business in food, clothing and agri-
culture.

Zimbabwe having participated in
the DRC war through military in-
tervention and the peace negotiat-
ing process, a clear signal has been
sent to the local business commu-
nity to make use of the new mar-
kets to build their businesses and
increase the country's foreign cur-
rency earnings.

While the business world, partic-
ularly the export market, has been
considered a male domain, Zim-
babwean women have taken the
bold step of going for the external
markets, regardless of the risk.

One such woman who has been
rewarded for her efforts in the Con-
golese markets is Dolita Mpofu,
from Gwanda in the southern re-
gion of the country, who won the
businessperson of the year award
for 2002 and the rural businessper-
son of the year award given by the
Zimbabwe National Chamber of
Commerce.

Mpofu trades in very rare prod-
ucts, particularly for the export
market. She exports traditional
foods such as dried vegetables,
peanut butter, dried worms and
dried fish. "When I started this
business, friends looked down on
me and discouraged me, saying I
would not make it,” she told Africa-
woman. “But with determination
and the assistance of some busi-
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ness organisations in the country, I
proved them wrong. My business
in the Congo is growing by the day."

Mpofu says her dealings with
grassroots ~ women  through
HIV/Aids awareness programmes
helped her realise the potential
business that rural women were
sitting on.

She explains: "They were pro-
ducing a lot of traditional foods
which they traded among them-
selves within their communities.
Some were harvesting stacks and
stacks of amacimbi (dried worms)
but had no market to sell them. It
was then that I realised that this
could be big business for rural
women who have no source of in-
come whatsoever, if only they could
get a market for their produce."

She submitted a proposal to the
Ronald Brown Foundation, a non-
governmental organisation based
in Pretoria, South Africa, which
was looking for rural women with
viable project proposals. "My pro-
ject was approved and I've never
looked back,” she says. “Besides
the DRC, I am also scouting for oth-
er markets in and outside Africa."

Her company, Heritage, now ex-
ports dried worms worth over
US$80,000 every year to the DRC
and has already received orders
from as far afield as the USA and
Europe.

Mpofu has employed 10 women
and subcontracted scores others to
supply her with the products. Her
company has provided the vital
link between the markets and the
grassroots women, who collect the
produce while she does the mar-
keting. She now hopes to open up a
cannery, where she will not only
dry traditional foods but also pack-
age them for the export market.

Mpofu is not alone in the great
trek to the regional markets. Re-
becca Mpofu exports soft furnish-
ings to Botswana and other coun-
tries in the Southern Africa region.

While no exact figures have been
given on the number of women en-
gaged in cross-border trade, the as-
sociation representing cross border
traders has a membership in ex-
cess 0f 10,000, most of them women.

Women in Business has a mem-
bership of more than 3,000, most of
whom are in export trade.
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