Violence against Women retards Africa's Development

Belgium's State Secretary for Family and Disabled Persons, Gisele Mandaila, on Tuesday urged Africa to denounce violence and brutality against women saying such acts were real obstacles to development of the continent as a whole.

Mandaila, a native of DR Congo, told a consultative meeting in Addis Ababa on gender mainstreaming in the African Union (AU) that barbaric acts committed against women and girls in conflict areas can neither lead to a peaceful resolution of any disagreement nor accelerate post-conflict reconstruction.

She appealed to the media in Africa to promote human and women's rights while exposing all acts of gender-based brutality that were being used as weapon in conflict areas.


The four-day consultation taking place ahead of the 10th AU Summit aims to foster a clear public understanding of the continent's industrialization process while guaranteeing gender equity.


Africa's industrial development will be the main focus of the Summit to be held in Addis Ababa from 31 January to 2 February 2008.


Although the AU has made significant progress over the years with respect to women's issues and its decisions have moved forward the women's agenda, more work remains to be done, according to Femme Africa Solidarite (FAS), organizers of the forum.


FAS, a women's non-governmental organization, seeks to promote the leadership role of African women in conflict prevention, management and resolution.

In addition, the NGO creates links between grassroots, human rights, human security, women's empowerment, peace and good governance with all levels of government in Africa.


Meanwhile, a senior official with the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) has urged national and continental women groups in Africa to position themselves in a way that would make them effective on issues that go before meetings of African leaders.


Thokozile Ruzvidzo, officer in-charge of the African Centre for Gender and Development (ACGD) at the ECA, said women should be able to influence the deliberations and decisions made at annual summits of the AU.

Regarding the forthcoming Summit, she said the important issue to be studied at this pre-summit consultation was the gender parity in the AU Commission because a number of positions were up for grabs.


On her part, Marie Louise Baricako, chair of the board of FAS, congratulated women commissioners of the AU whose term of office is coming to an end describing them as champions who started as tools of change in steering departments of the AU Commission.


"We are here to reposition ourselves, to open our eyes and realize that we are in a new era. It is a new day for us but it is challenging," said Baricako.

She said that while a lot of debate was currently around burning development issues such as Economic Partnership Agreements, immigration, new information and communication technologies, the question was: "How are women equipped to contribute to this debate?”


Baricako encouraged the African womenfolk to use the AU's Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality in Africa as a tool in their daily activities.

At their Third Ordinary Session in Addis Ababa in July 2004, AU leaders adopted the declaration affirming the commitment of their States to the task of mainstreaming gender into the AU's approach to health, human rights, education, economic development, governance, and peace and security.

During this consultation, women organizations from around Africa will develop a Darfur Women's Plan of Action for Peace as an instrument for the advocacy activities that will follow at the AU Summit, the UN Commission for the Status of Women, the UN Human Rights Council and at the UN Security Council.

Following requests by women's organizations and key actors in Sudan, FAS has designed a programme to lay the foundations to engender the peace process in Darfur and other parts of the country.


Though the Government of Sudan condemns violence against women and has reaffirmed a zero tolerance policy for such crimes, the conflict in the Darfur Region has contributed to the worsening of women’s rights.


According to FAS, the Government has trained and deployed 40 women police officers to Darfur to assist victims of sexual violence and of other forms of gender-based violence.


Despite this effort, the number of reported cases of violence against women remains low.


On this account, the pre-Summit consultation, among other objectives, aims to mobilize the media on the situation of women in this restive region of Sudan and prioritise issues related to the women's common agenda for peace.

Darfur women are among participants of the consultation, including 60 civil society representatives and experts from Sudan.


The consultation follows a fact-finding mission that was led by Mary Robinson, former President of Ireland, to eastern Chad in September 2007. The mission included FAS Executive Director Bineta Diop.


A lot of dialogue in Africa has been on gender equality but it is taking the continent too long to realize that equality in all perspectives of human development.
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