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HE UN Conterence on Environmental
I and Development (UNCED) was perha-
ps the tirst UN world summit which has
given chance to the NGOs to participate in
parallel meetngs called Global forum. Since
then, these parallel NGO meetings are planned
tor every World Summit. The UN seems to
have become addicted to organising such
conterences holding every year a world
summit. In cach ot these world conferences, no
less than 20,000 participants come, and
thereby become a special event for the host
countries. However, in the host countries such
as Rio, Cairo and China, new hotels were built
and the travel agents and tourist organisations
made a tortune.

NGO is the English abbreviation for Non
Government Organisation, but they actually
include every organisation which is not gov-
ernment. Now who are the NGOs? They can
be an activist organisation, a people's organi-
sation, a drwlugment organisation, a private
company, anything you can name. In the
UNCED, there were participants in the NGO
torum from chemical companies. In the Inter-

Beiljing

What More can the NGOs Achieve at the
Forum ’95?

by Farida Akhter

the case.

However, since UNCED one thing has be-
come transparent that in the official sessions
attended by the official delegates, the discus-
sion ends up mnatlly in changing the "commas"
and "fullstops” of the main document. The
NGO forum, on the contrary, is very active
with all kinds of programmes happening simul-
taneously. There are small demonstrations
seminars, meetings, press conferences, cultural
programmes, bazaars etc. Of course, these are
very interesting and many good things hap-
pen. While the progressive people fﬁrﬁ sufgz:-
cated at the outcomes of the official discussions
and by the domination of the northern interest
groups, they can nnlzjjustify that networking
can be developed for tuture works.

Now we are heading towards the Fourth
World Conference on Women, which is in
September this year in Beijing, China. There is
an NGO Forum '95 and the women groups
worldwide are preparing for this meeting. Some

The northern women must work and deal with the issues which they
are confronting in their everyday life without pretending that they are
not suffering from patriarchal oppression and fundamentalism. The
northern women are more interested in fighting or safeguarding the
women in Islamic countries instead of fighting against the Vatican!

national Conterence on Population and Devel-
opment (ICPD) the NGOs meant mostly pri-
vate population foundations, contraceptive
companies and so-called Family Planning Or-
ganisations funded by the international agen-
cies and led by the elites of the third world.
There were two other summits, the World
Conference on Human Rights and the Social
Summit on Poverty and Social Development,
It 1s assumed that the government may not re-
tlect peoples interest, therefore NGOs have to
lobby tor "changes" in the document of the
conference in tavour of people. But unfortu-
nately, the experience shows that the success-
ful NCOs were those who did not reflect peo-
ples interest but could add the business inter-
est. On the other hand, the NGOs trying to
bring out people's point of view were
nmrgm.lhhnll and hardly could bring any
change in the real document. Many of them
came back trustrated.

This 1s not to say that the people's organisa-
tions, progressive NGOs and women's activist
groups did not have any contribution in any of
these NGO Forums organised by the UN. “}'hat
| want to stress here is that we should not have
any illusion about our achievement in the offi-
cial torums or n raising issues in NGO forums.
It 1s clear by now that it is not meant for those
who speak in tavour of people. Anti-people and
the mainstream NGOs are very active in the
NGO torum and have access to the offitial
documents. Interestingly, the government del-

egations are also composed of the "government’

nominated NGCOs". These NGOs hold the ca-
pacity to sit in the official meetings and inter-
vene in the discussions. Some say, these are the
coopted NCOs, sume others say, these are the

"tolcrable” NGOs. However, the status of the

NGOs as government delegation depends on
the political situation of each participating
mmn;i. A liberal and Emupenple government
may take progressive NGOs in their delegation.
But in most government delegations, this is not

36,000 persons have applied for registration at
the NGO Forum. The registrations are done in
New York. The last date of agplicatinns for reg-
istration was April 30th. But suddenly, we
started hearing that the NGO Forum site was
changed by the Chinese Organising Commit-
tee. About 2500 organisations from 70 coun-
tries sent letters of protests about this
‘unconvincing" reason for change of site. Origi-
nally the NGO Forum was supposed to happen
in the Workers Stadium. But in April, the Chi-
nese Organising Committee declared that the
Workers Stadium has shown some flaws, there-
fore must be changed. The proposed alterna-
tive is a 45 minute drive away from the official
conference venue, i.e. the Beijing International
Convention Center, the site of the Fourth
World Conference on Women. The new site for
NGO Forum is no more in Beijing, it is in
Huairou Scenic Tuorist Area. The léfmngc was
perceived as being international to undermine
the role of the NGOs. I do not think that it was
meant that way by the Chinese Organisation
Committee. It was also expressed by many in-
ternational nréanisatiﬂns that they need to
urge upon the Chinese sisters "to imfpr:as upon
their government the importance of the NGO
Forum". As if they are not.

But are the NGOs going to have any impact
in the main conference anyway! Even if there
was no question of site change, could the
NGOs “change” the bracketed document if
favour of women? | see no possibility after
what happened in the last PrepCom. In the last
PrepCom, NGOs were not given enough room

tor inwervenuons.cIn an interview the Con-

venor ot the NCO Forum, Khunying Supatna
Masdit said "NGOs were almost totally ex

cluded in some meetings (of the Commission
tor the Status of Women, CSW) and they felt
that this was a precedent for what will happen
in Beijing”. (Reaching Out, Vol.3, Issue 1 May
95). There 1s no sign of changing this situation.
Even the world "Gender” 1s bracketed due to

OMEN are not just
victims of war, but
also often participa-

nts -—— with muxed results.
Tigrayan women who took
part in the struggle against the
Ethiopian government saw
themselves as fighting for pd-
litical justice and social

Women
Speak out

on War

N September over
I O 000 women meet in

Beijing to see what
progress has been made in
unproving women s lives over
the past 10 years. The impact
of armed contlhict on women

for themselves

will be a2 kev 1tem on the
agenda. People 1in over 30
countries, from Angola to
former Yugoslavia, are cur

rently caught up n war —
and 1t 1s women who over-
whelmingly bear the brunt of
the CONsSequences

Arms rto fight, arms rto
protect: women speak out
about comnflicr is a new book
published by Panos which will
make an Important
contribution to this debate
Drawn trom over 200 test:-
monmies collected 1n 12 coun-
tries, this book provides first.
hand accounts of women as
fighters, active participants or
supporters of armed struggle.
organisers tor peace and re-
habilitatnion, as well as carers
and mothers relatives and
partners of the dead and dis
appeared. Here, women speak
tor themselves about conflict
and show how the predomu-
nant image ot women as pas-
sive victims in only half the
picture

These vivid and often har-
rowing stories reveal women s
determined ettorts to survive

emotionally and economi
cally during wartime and
highhght their active contri
butions to the recovery pro-
cess in their communities and
at home Manv women talk of
gaming new skills, capabilities
and confidence in the tragedy

Whén Wom

progress — including equality

During the civil war 1n El
Salvador, some took up arms,
though within the guerrilla

movement there was no clear
political commitment to so-
cial progress for women

In Nicaragua, the experi-
ence of being part of a revo-

For these survivors — ftrom the continuing fighting in the
Balkans to the tormer war in Vietnam — the
out, of sharing histories i1s valuable. In the worlds of Esmeralda
trom El Salvador, "For the coming generations it is im
they understand what we've been through. .. if we forget history
we torget evervthing”

process of speaking

rcant
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= ARMS TO FIGHT ~
ARMS TO PROTECT

WOMEN SPEAK OUT ABOUT CONFLICY
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rEirst Woman Captain of Boeing 7447
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the mterventions of the Vaticans and yet
NG, Os did not decide to boycott the conter-
vinee Thev were quite vocal about protesting
agaimst the Chinese Organising Committee's
Jecision on the change of sites, but no protest
tor the bracketing of words in the document.
The document is almost final. How can NGOs
achieve anymore in the main conference?! The
Secretary General of FWCW Gertrude Mon-
gella gave an assurance in quite a weak lan-
ruage by accepting the tact that NGOs felt a
fill ¢ frustrated (!]. She said, in Beijing that will
not happen. "NGOs can participate as ob-
servers according to the UN rules". That's it.
This is her promise to the NGOs around the
world.

Another aspect which is crucial for the
southern women to understand that by having
a "strong NGO forum" led by northern organi-
sations and by northern women does not make
it any better. In fact, the northern women are
not raising their own issues, rather they are
using the southern women's issues and thereby
want to take leadership in the world. Southern

women are capable enough to give leadership
in the international women's movement. The
northern women must work and deal with the
issues which they are confronting in their ev-
eryday life without pretending that they are
not suffering from patriarchal oppression and
tundamentalism.
more interested in fighting or safeguarding the
women 1n Islamic countries instead of Hgﬁting
against the ve‘tti{:ap!

I senuinely gquestion the possibility of being
cffective in'the NGO forum when already the
document has been hijacked by the patriarchal
forces of the world. Now, in order to hide this
tailure, the leading Northern NGOs are tryi
to make noise over the change of site for NG
forum in China. Elites from the South are also
rambling with their "sisters" in the North. The
politicising of the NGO forum by some North-
ern NGOs to the extent of exploiting it as an
instrument of portraying China as the "violator
of human right" has complicated the situation
more deeply. Progressive Southern and North-
CIn Women's organisations are very concerned
to see how a few powerful NGOs in the North
are diverting the entire women's agenda.

¥

VONNE Kershaw, a 42-year-old mother and Virgin Atlantic Airways pilnt", has become
the first British female Captain of a Boei
craft. She is pictured at the controls of one of the two new Boeing 747-400 series

747-400 — the world's largest passenger air-

aircraft which she commands, as it comes to rest on the apron at London's Heathrow airport.

These aircraft operate Virgin Atlantic's daily service from Heathrow to the USA's New

(Newark) and Los eles airports.
Captain Kershaw joined

ork

irgin Atlantic in 1990 as a First Officer on Boeing 747-100 and

200 series aircraft, popularly known as jumbo jets and the forerunners to the Boeing 747-400.
She was promoted to Ca%tain in 1993. Her previous flying experience included tcommand of

|67 -seater MD83 aircra
Aerospace} 125 executive jet,

Virgin Atlantic's other services from Heathrow include fligh
and San Francisco airports, operated by Boeing 747-200 aircraft, and Tokyo (Japan) and

t, taking up her first jet command in 1986 on a BAe (British

ts to the 1JSA's New York (JFK)

Ong

Kong by new Airbus A340-300s. Services from London's Gatwick International Airport are by

he northern women are
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Shahida

Talking about
Empowerment

by Selina Shelley

T was late atternoon.

Shahida was at home

and we had been talki
for more than two hours.
asked her if I could take her
photograph the next day.
Shahida brought her diary, a

half-torn, over-used scribbling

book (khata), and looked into
it. Counting the days using
fingers, she said, "not possible;
tomorrow is poultry vaccina-
tion day. 1 have got to go
around the village to vacci-
nate the chickens”.

'‘Day after tomorrow?' |
asked eagerly. 'No', she
replied. She had on her,
schedule, attending pregnant
mothers, whom she regularly
cares for. |

I had to leave the next
da}z. Thus, Shahida was un-
able to give even half an hour
of her time. This is unusual.
That a village woman in
Bangladesh is so busy with her
routinised social work, out-
side the homestead; it's really
unbelievable.

Shahida lives in Choud-
hurypara ot Salander Union
under Thakurgaon Sadar

was her only source ot in-
come. After family consump-
tion, whatever was surplus
she used to send to the mar-
ket through her husband. A
lumpsum, Tk 400-500, she
earned per year. Six years
ll:f?ck she Eeceived training on

ome-gardening. This traini
helped her ;llgﬁ She icarﬁ
me_v vegetables and fruits like

azi peyara, papya, etc, round
the year. She also bought a
treadle pump for watering the
garden. With this input,
presently she earns Tk 5000
per year. She believes that if
she could have gone to the
market to do the business di-
rectly, it would help earn
more money.

Shahida is a poultry vacci-
nator of the village Choud-
hurypara. She collects vaccine
from the government Thana
office and makes routine visits
in the village. Not only to fel-
low group members and the
poor households: sometime
she receives calls from rich
households te vaccinate their
birds. Shahida says, "It's one
kind of pleasure that rich

power’ is very practical. She says,

"Power is not simply a catchword: and

not courage only. Power is something
else and more than courage. I don't
know what exactly it is. But I feel it after

N

en Reach for the Gun

Boeing 747-100 and 200 series aircraft to the USA cities of Boston, Miami and Orlando.

~— London Picture Scrvice

lutionary movegnent left some
women with a stronger sense
ot their own rights. About 30
per cent of combatants and
leaders of the Sandinista Na-
tional Liberation Front were
women. "It was a wonderful
tight, because those who
fought and died did not die in
vain, they taught us how to
tight for our rights," says
Maria, quoted in a new book,
Arms to Fight, Arms to Pro-
tect : Women speak out about
conflict

The evidence of the book,
compuled trom the testimonies
of women from 12 countries,
is that many. participate in
contlict only when their
tamilies or homes are
threatened or attacked.

It the rebels killed your
husband, says the leader of a
women's group in a Liberian
refugee camp, "You could go
out of your mind. What is the
next thing to do! You are
going to take up arms. If they
kill your husband, kill all
your children, loot your
whole house or end up burn
ing your house, what is the
next thing? You go crazy. So,
most of these women took up
arms

Where contlict 1s primarily
along ethnic or religious lines
women are hikely to identity
strongly with a particular side
though still not necessarily
play an active role

The scope of action for
those women who do wish to
participate 1s often detined by
the roles with which they
have been mvested by soci
ety

An extreme example of
constraints on active partici

pation came 1n the wake of
the 1947 niots prompted by

the parution of India when
Sikh, Hindu and Muslim
WOmMEr, seen as representing
the honour and purity of their
religion, were targets of attack
by hostile communities and
used as symbols by their own

The interviews in the book

show how this role was seen
as more important than their
individual survival, many
were encouraged to commit
suicide rather than suffer ab-
duction, rape for religious
conversion.

Women are most often en-
couraged to participate in a
non-combatant role, being
especially valued for their
labour, skills and relative
ability to move around unno-
ticed. Their roles are usually
to provide support and care
tor male combatants and vic-
tims, but also to work as
couriers and in intelligence.

As Xot, a supporter of the
Vietcong, puts it: "There was
one thing about being a
woman which favoured her
participation in the struggle.
It was easier to get close to
the enemy. The enemy
looked down on us but we
intiltrated their ranks more
easily than the men.”

These tasks can involve as
much physical courage and
endurance as actual fighting,
but do not overtly challenge

" gender stereotypes

When support includes
building roads and laying
mines, there is no clear line
separating support from com-
bat but there is still an am-
bivalence, felt by most
women as well as men, about
women using violence in cold
blood, or inflicting brutality.

Even when male-domi
nated fighting forces accept
women as fighters, they rarely
give them equal responsibility
tor inflicting physical damage
on the enemy. Judging from
the interviews, few women
demand this ultimate equal-
Ity

Kokila, a Sri Lankan
I'amils i1s one who does
‘Instead of dying screaming,
being raped by an aggressor
army, 1t is a rehef to tace the
army with [your own]
weapon

Women in several inter
views speak about bearing

arms, but ogly a few — no-
tably in Vietnam and Lebanon
— also describe involvement
in killing.

The claim that women
combatants are more brutal
than men is common, but
may stem from a perception

that it is "unnatural" for
women to use violence
Says Agnes, a young

Liberian: "If I was one of the
combatants, | would defi
nitely be ashamed. A woman
is supposed to be somebody
with a soft spot... to be able
to analyse, to love and care
tor the little ones.”

Unease with women as
fighters creates problems even
In peacetime. "Some women
Etﬂﬂk up arms| to feed their
amilies," recalls Agnes in
Liberia. "They saw it as the
only way their family could
survive. But tor most men,
when you tl female combat
ant| come back, you are out.
They feel you will have an
eftect on the children in soci-
ety. They hardly want you to
come near the children. ”

She also tells of a temale
tighter who "completed her
rehabilitation training but the
mother did not want her back
in 'the community. We had to
talk to the mother She had
her own trauma, knowing
that her daughter took up
arms, maybe killed, and got
involved in a lot of evil. She
did not want this stigma on
her in the community. "

But Ahlam, a young Druze
who fought in Lebanon, is
proud of her participation
"We were enthusiastic and
happy during the war, not be
cause we were killing people,
but because we were at ease,
we knew we were keeping a
danger away. My tank was
mune, | was responsible for it,
like my own car, and | was
tighting for our land and help
ing our brothers

"In the beginning every
body would ask how a
woman or girl could do this.
Then the idea began to sink in
and they began accepting it."
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buying the property in my name, with

my own savings.”

Thana. At present, there are 4
members in her family. Hus-
band, Nazrul Rahaman (48, is
a marginal farmer who has got
20 katha of land. But the land
is not fertile. It gives only one
crop in the year. So, most of
the time he sells his labour to
others. The other two mem-
bers of the family are her son
and newly married daughter-
in-law. Shahida's two daugh:
ters are married.

36 years old Shahida Be-
gum looks older than her age.
While talking, I discovered

"her to be an enthusiastic, en-

ergetic and courageous

nary physigue. - b A

Did S
today's busy saocial life? No,
she said emphatically. "I was
only 11 when I got married
and came into this house. It is
RDRS, who brought me out
after 16 years of my marriage.
The story of those 16 years 1s
~0 monotonous, | am afraid to
remember. Let's talk about

the present."

person’ ' ''p

e nehan d.her most andiv: |ic training 4 TBA from diis
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geuﬂle also need my service."
hahida never charges any-
thing to the poor people.
"They know me and% know
them, I won't be cheated by
::lhem;hBut from E‘l;ﬁ rich fam-

ies, she charges ment.
Shahida eams Tk BDP?EU per
month by vaccinating the
birds. '

Recently Shahida joined
another NGO in the same
working area as a paid volun-
teer of the TBA programme.
She gets Tk 300 per month
for this job. Agan, Shahida
expresses her grate 8s to
RS, as she received the ba-

" Ten years back, when
Shahida joined the group
(samity) with a few other
bour-
hood, who were poor like her,
she did not realise it would
bring such a qualitative
change in her life. At present,
there are 20 RDRS assisted
groups in Salander Union of

land and works outside the home earning a significant

A dream come true

In 1986, Shahida under
went an adult literacy course
in the area, initiated by
RDRS. Since then Shahida has
not looked back. With the
help of numeracy and literac
bk]ﬁﬁ, she keeps her pcrmmr
accounts and routinised work
updated. She maintains a reg-
ister on poultry vaccination,
and keeps notes on TBA
schedules.

Shahida now has several
sources of income. She is a
Rnultn; vaccinator, a vegeta

les grower, a TBA volunteer.
All these have not happened
automatically. Shahida went
through several training
courses and tnied to apply in
her own life whatever she
learnt ftrom each of the
courses. Now she is enjoying
the fruit of her labour

The tamily has got a piece
of 10 decimal homestead
land. Shahida grows vegeta-
bles there, as ::ﬁ housewives
do in rural B adesh. Before
woining the RDRS group, it

I NCoImne

which 15 are women groups.
Three years back, alfwthese
RDRS assisted groups joined
together in a Federation to
develop fturther their aims
Shahida was unanimously
elected president of Salander
Union Federation. This year,
another Federation election
was held and again Shahida
has been elected president.

Last month Shahida
bought 5 decimals of land in
her own name, with her hard
won eamings. This achieve
ment gives LIn:r an enormous
confidence She says, "Each
woman must try to get enti
tlement of property, because
power hes there."

Shahida's definition of
power' 1s very practical. She
says, "Power 1s not simply a
uatuhwmd, and not courage
only. Power is something else
and more than courage. |
don't know what exactly it is
But | feel it after buying the
property in my name, with
my Own savings.



