. 3000, rural
vvhich contains 85 per
cent of Bangladesh's 113

million people, is under-going
a proces's of increasing
pauperisation plus polarisation
compounded by an increasing
feminisation of the resulting
poor. Not only are more people
becoming poor but the rich are
becoming' richer and the poor
poorer. Iry this process, there
is reasorn’ to believe that
poverity, too. has a bias
— in that, i* is the women of
Bangladesh who are becoming
poorer. They ar® caught up in a
situation of varying degrees of
dependency. powerlessness,
vulnerability and inequality.
The condition is a reswilt of the
physical, socio-cultui-al and
economic environment
influencing the existence and
development of women.

Foraging for Fucl

In the pasi. access Lo com-
mon property renewabl: re-
sources had provided the rural
population with sustenance
from life-support sSystems in
the from of open water-beclies
for fishing and fish consunp-
tion. a vital source of animal
protein and commeon lands for
cattle grazing, eultivation, fog-
der and forestry. A wide range
nf vital resources had been
freely available to people.
According to a study by Singh.
1985. in India. commonly
availableewood, shrubs and cow
dung had been utilizedelor
cooking and heating: mud,
bamboo and palm leaves for
housing, wild grass and shrubs
for animal fodder and a variety
of fruits and vegetables as food.
Such an environment was the
survival base for rural India and
the domain of productivity of
women. The situation was not
dissimilar in Bangladesh.
Forests are a natural re-
source rapidly being depleted
by over-use, at times for sur-
vival. Commercial felling for
timber and other uses, to-
gether with encroachments for
agriculture and settlements
have substantially reduced the
forest areas and increased wa-
ter and soil instability. Total
Reserve Forest Area has been
reduced by 50 per cent during
the last 20 -years. Fuelwood
stocks have been reduced to
the point, where over 84 per
cent of the total domestic en-
ergy requirements have to be
met by crop residues and ani-
mal dung, with only 16 per

N the old South Africa.

I the lack of women's
"~ rights was buried under
the flight against apartheid.

Most married women had a
similar legal status to children
— unable to si¢n contracts
without their Tusband's
consent — and black women
were permanently under the
"guardianship” of their fathers
OF Spouses.

Yet few protested against
this dismal situation. Activists
invariably were persuaded to
battle racial rather than sexual
discrimination, pushing the
fight for gender equality to the
background

In the post-apartheid South
Africa of President Nelson
Mandela, however, this has
changed. For the first time,
women's rights are firmly on
the political agenda.

Women, particularly black
women, are emerging in high-
profile political and social
roles. Almost a quarter of the
400 parliamentarians in the
new National Assembly are
women — a higher proportion
of female representation than
in Britain or the United States
— and the influential position

of Speaker of the House is held

by imposing Dr Frene Ginwala’

In addition, women's rights

are pmotecled by equality

clauses in both the new consti-

tution and the country's first

. rhetoric.
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cent being met by fuelwood.
The utilisation of animal dung
as fuel deprives the soil of vital
nutrients and compounds the
cycle of need. consumption
and ecological instability.
Deforestation and fprest
degradation, through water
and soil erosion, turns both
the land and the forests into
unproductive and desertified
wastelands.

In order to convert food
into an edible form. some form

of fuel is required. The task of
[uel collection falls to women
and for them., it is a strategy in
survival. Supply of crop resi-
dues and animal dung is scarce
for marginalised women. both
rural and urban. They have to
rely on fuel mass: leaves. twigs
and branches, travelling fur-
ther and further away in se-
arch of it. an exercise deman-
ding more and more time and
further damaging to their heal-
th

Water Carriers

Rapid population growth,
increased consumption of wa-
ter and climatic factors have
placed pressure on existing
water sources. There is some
indication of a lowering of the
water table, due to indiscrimi-
nate use of ground water in
Bangladesh. Shortages of water
in the river systems during the
dry season are thought to be
causing the saline belt to move
northwards. Although some 80
per cent of the population is
within 150 metres of a tube-
well, its use is largely limited
to drinking purposes. How-
ever., this coverage is also
being increasingly threatened
by the lowering of the under-
ground water level during the
2-3 months of the dry season.

As some sources ol water

Courtesy: Quarterly Adhuna. ADAB

dry up. other waters are pol-
luted by faeces, industries and
agro-chemicals. As a result,
water-borne diseases account
for the jmajority of illnesses
and deaths in Bangladesh.
Typhoid, paratyphoid, shigel-
losis, streptococeal infectioms,
diphtheria, hepaditis and
amoebiosis are some of the
most common forms of dis-
eases whose micre-organism
are found in polluted water.
Many communities depend on
such water sources for meet-
ing their daily requirements,
including drinking water. The
situation further deteriorates
during the post-flood and
monsoon periods. Consump-
tion of diseased fish is also
frequently reported in the
print media as a cause of
deaths.

Increased salinity in the
river waters of the southern
region of Bangladesh, at-
tributed to the construction of
the Farakka Barrage in India,
has been found to affect the
health of expectant mothers in
the region. Accumulation of
water in the womb, resulting
in respiratory ailments and
debilitating effects were re-
ported by some 50 per cent of
pregnant women in the area.
Known as the 'Farakka Synd-
rome’ in extreme cases, it is
suspected that the mother's
kidneys may be permanently
impaired and the foetus may
be severely damaged.

Human porterage is the
most common means of trans-
porting water in rural areas
and for the vast majority of ur-
ban slum dwellers. It is an ac-
Livity which is time-consum-
ing, arduous, can be injurious
to health and is almest exclu-
sively, the domain of mothers
and daughters. Distance to

Bill of Rights.

More significantly, the con
stitution contains an unusual
provision for a special gender
advisory commission to im-
prove Lhe lot of women in a
society which still -treats them
as second class citizens.
Establishment of this commis-
sion is expected later this
year, an equal opportunities
commission is on the cards
and the last nine months have
seen the removal of the harsh-
est legal discrimination against
WoImen.

The new consciousness also
is reflected in daily political
Politicians from
Mandela down routinely stress
the need for "gender sensitiv
ity” and every promise to_end
racism includes a pledge ol
non-sexism as well.

"Women have achieved a lot
with the drawing up of the in-
terim constitution," said Rhoda
Kadalie, head of the Gender
Equity Unit at the University of
he Western Cape.

"And the ANC's (Mandela's
African National Congress) Bill
of’Rights is the most progres-
sive rights declaration in the
world on qucntinns such as
family law."

Naledi Pandor, an ANC par-
Hamentarian and member of
its women's caucus, also be-
lieves women have made sig-
nificant progress.

Women, Poverty and the Environment 7

by Raana Haider

source, terrain to be crossed,

time, number of con-
sumers in the household and
number of females available 1n
the household to transport the
waler are aspects women have

to face.
i poverty is defined as the
material which is a

experience
result of dispossession. depri-
vation and denial of basic
needs, (Shiva 1988), then the
past review and analysis of the

situation of women in Bang--

ladesh corroborates the view
that has a gender bias;
in that, it 18 the women of

Poverty is both a cause and

a consequence of environmen-
tal degradation. Poor people
have few options. For selfl sus
taining reasons. they tend to
have large f(amilies. With
numbers and no way

out of situation of pover
they are driven to use
resources faster than that
which can be replenished
Population pressure and its

greater absorption of the natu-
ral resgurces of land, Torests.

. water and its dependent life

support system, flora and
fauns, animals and fisheries
mean that survival itsell be
comes an issue. And for the
poor, there is little scope for
adaptation.

Excessive human interfer-
ence resulting in the erosion
of the human resource base
has had more of a negative im-
pact on women than men. The
downward and upward spirals
of poverty and environmental
degradation further reinforce

the imequitable access of

B 1o means of livelihood-
%ﬂt opportuni-
tiea, and credit facil-
ities, while conditions of eco-
nomic duress force women
into the wage labour market.
Increases in the price of basic
commodities, particularly, food
and fuel have resulted in a de-
crease in real income. Redu-
ced household spending has
had serious implications for
the nutrition and health
condition of women. Her phys-
ical state is undermined by her
eating last and least and the
negligible attention paid to her
health. In the event of natural
disasters, the vulnerability of
women is only accentuated,

Ironically, widely lauded as

- principal resource managers.

women have to manage with a
minimum of resources:; both in
termsé of economic and nen-
economic resources. The com
bined environment of pressure
and poverty and the inherent
gender bias results in women
becoming the 'poorest of the
poor’ under-fed, in poor health
illiterate, over-worked, de-
prived and victim of the triple
burden. :

It is rare to find a case in
which

environmental destruction
does not

go hand in hand with social
injustice,

~ almost like two sides of the
same coin.

—-Anfl Agarwal, Centre for
Science and the Environment,
Delhi, India.

The author is a Cairo-based
Bangladeshi sociologist-de-
mographer interested in popu-
lation, development and enuvi-
ronment linkages and gender
issues. The above article is
cxtracted from the book "Envi-
ronment and Development in
Bangladesh”. Reprinted with
the permission of publisher.

ANELE Mbeki, Execu-

tive Director of Wo-
men’'s Development
Banking programme in Johan-

nesburg and the wife of South
Africa's new Vice President,
explains the change in status
of women in her country
following the end of apartheid.
With the issue of being a non-
white in a racist country being
an the overarching one Mbeki
points out that the question of
WOINEnN s oppression was not at
the forefront. "Because of
South Africas patriarchal so-
ciety. 41l women have suflered
under discrimination against
women . under apartheid it was
like a triple oppression.” says
Mbeki "but you. cannot remove
oppression of ®omen without
removing oppression eof all
people”™. The struggle for
women's equal rights in South
Africa however, intensified as
far bach as 1975 — when the
Women's decade was declared.
S0 when the window of
opportunity came we realized
we had to fake it."

Between 1990 and 1991,
the South Africa Women's
Coalition was formed with 84
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New Governments, New Challenges

In terms of socio-economic conditions and political scenario
Kyrgyzstan, a newly independent country of former Soviet Union
and the new apartheid-free South Africa could not be more different
Yet both countries are going through a dramatic transition period
with teething troubles of similar intensity as they come out of the
euphona of freedom. The role of women is especially crucial both n
terms of development and politics. Zanele Mbeki from South Africa
and Rakhat Atchylova from Kyrgyzstan in exclusive interviews
with Aasha Mehreen Amin of the Daily Star, while aftending an
international Dialogue at Grameen Bank in Dhaka, discuss the
varioys hurdies and triumphs that women face as their countries
step into a new era of political freedom and economic restructuring

women members amongst a
membership of four hundred;
there are two women cabinet
ministers and three women
deputy ministers; and the
UNDP list of rankings accor-
ding to the structure of women
in government, has placed
South Africa as number 10 a

big jump from its previous
position of 124. "The challenge

Mbeki. " is
this

loday”,
whether

says
we can retain

she has learnt a lot [rom
Grameen Bank strategies and
hopes to implement some of

them in her own credit
programme for women in
South Africa.

The situation is Kyrgyzstan
is just the oppesite. Although
independence and A
democratic government has
given people new hope and
freedom. it has also brought
with |t adverse socio-econon i

tional Dialogue Programme
Jhaka, Bangladesh

ointly Ornganised by

:N BANK & GRAMEEN TRUST
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Rakhat Atchylova and Zanle¢
Grameen Bank and Gramwen Trust.

organizations under it inclu-
ding all women's organizations,
members from 29 political
parties, NGOs and church
groups. "We demanded a
charter for Womeén's Rights.”

says Mbeki, "and a new
conslitution where women
would be fully participant”. For
the ANC [African National
Congress) all structures would
have to reflect at least one
third female representation in
decision making.

Under the new government
suggests Mbeki. many political
aspirations of the Coalition
have materialized. All political
parties are required to have
women representatives: the
parliament has one hundred

Mbeki in

position or lose it just as
others have in other coun-
tries.”

Her visit to Bangladesh
which is not her first, Mbeki
says, has been fruitful espe-
cially in terms of being invol-
ved in the Grameen Inter-
national Dialogue. "1 spent a
full week in one of the Gra-
meen Bank offices in Tangail”
she savs "and was very

impressed by the work going
on there.” "There were women
whose assets have grown from
practically zero to- 192,000
taka: as the husband of one of
the members said — "Grameen
is no longer a poor -people's
bank, it is a bank for former
poor people.” Mbeki adds that

| icensed

N have a license to
marry more than once
and to divorce their

wives at will, but have they also
acquired a license to kill 7

A villager decided to marry
a young woman after his di-
vorce. A vear or so later he met
his first wife, and felt tempted
to renew his marital relation-
ship. He decided to get rid ef
his second wife, even though
she was pregnant. He raised
high dowry demands as a con-

dition for their living together.
When approached by the man,
the second wife's brother
frankly admitted that he could
not pay the dowry.

Some days later the
brother-in-law came to the
brother's village, to ask about
his sister who had left her
husband's heme a day earlier.
The brother claimed to have
no knowledge of her where-
abouts. Later in the day the fa-

gth International Dialogue Programme, jointly organised by

photo. Nurjahan Chakilader

impacts as the country adjusts
from a controlled economy to a
market economy. Rakhat
Atchylova, a professor of
sociology and philosophy, says
that women have been the
worst victims of this
restructuring process. First of
all, she points out with the
disintegration of Soviet Union,
states like Kyrgyzstan that
shared close economic
relations with each other now
find themselves cut off from
the favourable economic
position that they enjoyed
under the socialist system. The
transition period (s also
characterized by the break-
down ol social welfare systemns
in the areas of health, educa-

’

tion and employment with
rspecially painful effects on

women. Wemen had problems
before”. says Atchylova, "but
they are much worse off now. "
The econemic crises in the
country, she explains has
caused widespread unemploy-
ment among women. Before.
in rural areas for example:
there were many schools and
cultural centres that were
staffed mainly by women. now
they are all closing™ State
owned collective farms, she
continuwes have become
privatised but women are left
out of the ownership “Salaries
are posiponed and there is no
cash in the banks”

Rural women. with no land.
livestock or work and with
unemployed husbands and
children to feed, are the
poorest. This is quite
surprising given the fact that
there is 100 per cent literacy
among women with 70 per
cent of working age women
with high level education
Atchylova explains that it is the
iransition from a socialisl
svstemn of consciousness o a
niarket system that has made
it very difficult [or women
most of whom are profe
ssionals trained under the old

system, o adjust. Many of (heir
skills are now practically
redundant in a market
economy she adds. making i
essential for these women to
be retrained under the new
system

in the political arena. too
woimen have lost out under the
new system. “Under -the
socialist system. women had
iraditional’ places in the
government.,” says Atchylova,
“for example, before there was
30 percent women represen
tative in the parliament, now
there is onlv five percent.
There werr “*n1 at all leveis
of government, now we have
only one woman ministgr and
most of the places (for women)
are lost.”

Yet the overriding handicap
that women in Kyrgyzstan face
today is economic hardship
Alchylova. who is the Director
of an NGO called IDS (Inde-
pendent Research Centre) for
Women in Development,
believes that the only way out
of this financial’ gloom is for
NGOs like hers and others to
help women get training in
management and entrepre-
neurial skills. In this regard
Atchylova thinks that her
exposure to Grameen Bank
activities has been especially
useful. "The stalf and members
are so dedicated and highly
motivated: Grameen is actually
dragging upwards the poor
from the lowest socio-eco-
nomic level.” she says adding
“although poverty in Kyr-
gyzstan is not the same as in
Bangladesh. | think we should
try to use the Grameen system
since it may help us to adaptal
more E-&E:Iv to the market
economy.

to I\/Idrry

ther-in-law and uncle-in-law
came in search of their
daughter-in-law. Finally the
husband came to make en-
quiries about his wife's where-
abouts,

Their ‘behaviour ap-
peared very alarming, and his
suspicions were confirmed
when early the next morning
someone brought news that
her body was found hanging
from a tree in the woods.

The police were summoned

to the spot, but they did not
investigate the circumstances
leading to her death. They
have yet to submit their re-
port, even four months after
the incident. The postmortem
report delivered after almost
1 month suggested suicide,
which seems improbable con-
sidering the circumstantial ev-
idence. What is the chance for
justice?

~Ain O Salish Kendra

Men's Club' Parliament out with

Arlene Getz writes from Cape Town

‘The election of Frene
Ginwala as Speaker was a great
victory,” she saild in an inter-
view. "There was nothing to-
ke about it at all.” :

Women

Other signs of the emerging
power of women are evident =
a new order is created (rom
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the debris ot apartheid.
A black woman has replaced
a white Alrikaner man as

OCounlrloo with most female MPs .

Apartheid

chairman of the board of the
South African Broadcasting
Corporation — a state-run con-
cern with a national monopoly
on television news — and an-
other black woman is co-chair
of the Independent
Broadcasting Authority,
charged with restructuring the
country's radio network.

A Women's Directory just
published by local magazine
Femina also reflects the gains
made by women in fields such
as medicine and business. Of
the more than 500 names
listed, many are returned ex-
iles whose high-level qualifica-
tions from some of the world's
top universities will make
them impossible to ignore in a
skills-starved society.

In Parliament, the influx of
women is leaving its own im-
print. A special committee is
planning a child-care centre
for members' children and the
catering committee is lobbying
for lighter meals to be in-
cluded among the traditional
starchy fare.

"The whole idea of
Parliament as a men's club is
beginning to disiniegrate.” said
Sheila Camerer. the former
Deputy Minister ol Justice and
now a member of Parliament

for F W de Klerk's National
Party. "And high time too.
"I remember when a gym was
built for MPs. Not only were
the women (eight out of 308
members at the time) not told
about it, but it was designed so
that you could only gain access
by walking past the men's uri-
nals. That won't happen now
with so many women (o keep
an eye on things”.

Even where changes have
been made, public servanis
and private sector officials
often fail to apply them. Until
last September. for example,
certain categories of women —
most blacks and those whites
who married before 1984
without signing a pre-nuptial
contract — were subject to the
"marital power" entitling a
husband to control all their le-
gal affairs.

The final abolition of this
power by the de Klerk gov-
ernment nine months ago
went largely unnoticed in the
drama of the country’s political
transformation and married
women are still routinely
asked for their husband's sig-
nature when applying for loans
or opening accounts.

"Officials are not being told
thalt people now have certain
rights.” said Kadalie

"AL the University of the

Western Cape, for example, we
have made major advances re-
garding women's rights. Men
are no longer automatically de-
fined as the breadwinners,
which means married women
stafl finally can apply for hous-
ing loans.

But I'm dealing with
a case now where a women
was incorrectly told by a per
sonnel officer that she wasn't
eligible.”

Kadalie believes the real
challenge for women is to con-
solidate their gains and make
sure they entrench themselives
on the government's over-
crowded agenda while ll is still
fluid.

Although Pandeor described
Mandela as being "very open”
to approaches by the women's
caucus. centuries of patriarchal
tradition and aflirmative aetion
programmes which ceuld ben-
efit black men at the expense
of women mean a tough battle
lies ahead

"It's easy to lobby and
picket.” said Kadalie. "But it's
going to be much more diffi-
cult to redraft the laws which

still disceriminate againsi
women.” — Gemini News
The writer is a South

African journalist.



