



WOMEN MAKING A DIFFERENCE

As governments prepare for the Millennium Summit in New York, women in every nation of the world are continuing their efforts as agents of change—taking the lead in raising public awareness, crafting legislation and promoting women’s human rights, peace and sustainable development. Some examples:
SOUTH AFRICA:  HIV/AIDS Advocacy

Nobantu Prudence Mabele, Positive Women’s Network (PWN)
Prudence is a young black woman who grew up in a very religious family under the apartheid regime. She is a lesbian and has been HIV positive for 10 years. She is a leading advocate of the HIV/AIDS and the gay and lesbian movements in the region. 

“As an advocate and community leader I encourage people—including women—to come out with their HIV status so we can fight the stigma even though this can be risky,” Nabantu says. “The work that I do with Positive Women’s Network (PWN) has taught me many lessons about race and gender. HIV/AIDS is still seen as a black women’s disease. White women can usually afford better services. Many black women have no access to clean water, basic food, shelter, basic sanitation and treatment for opportunistic infections. I believe we need to come up with decisions as an African state country. If government leaders say that poverty causes AIDS, then we must give people food parcels and medication and create employment for those who are still strong enough to work. I believe we can win the fights against HIV/AIDS when people stop stigmatizing and discriminating against people infected.” 

Positive Women’s Network South Africa, of which Prudence is a founder, is dedicated to providing care and support for women living with HIV/AIDS, promoting gender equality and respect for people living with HIV/AIDS, mobilizing leadership by people affected by HIV/AIDS, and promoting access to AIDS care and treatment; with commitment to improve their quality of life and restoring their human dignity.  http://www.pwn.org.za/

YEMEN: Women in Halt Passage of Discriminatory Law

A major success story comes from Yemen, where Women’s rights groups in Yemen successfully blocked passage of a law that would have added to women’s inferior legal status. In 2000, a male parliamentarian proposed an amendment to the “Law of Prosecution and Procedures” that would have allowed husbands to confine their wives to a “House of Obedience” if the women left their marital homes. A husband could petition the court that his wife has shown disobedience by leaving their married home without the husband’s permission and that the court should help him bring her back so that he can confine her in a separate accommodation until she becomes obedient. Women’s rights groups mobilized a nationwide campaign in the media, calling on the people of Yemen to stop this denigrating law. Human rights NGOs, writers, journalists, intellectuals, parliamentarians and lawyers supported this call and signed petitions and letters calling on the President to veto the law. Women’s rights groups reached out to all sectors of Yemeni society and traveled throughout the country to bring the issue to public attention through seminars, public meetings, letters to editors and meetings with community leaders. As a result of the timely and effective activism of Yemeni women’s groups, the article was removed from the proposed law and all efforts to put it back were discouraged by other parliamentarians and government officials. 
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INDONESIA: Challenging the Mass Rape of Indonesian Chinese Women 
Ita F. Nadia, Voluntary Team of Humanity
Ita is a humanitarian and women’s activist working with the Voluntary Team of Humanity, which advocates political consciousness for social change through the provision of counseling and political education. In May 1998—building from Indonesia’s late 1990’s economic crisis which stirred anti-Chinese sentiments and violence—student-led demands for political reform brought down President Suharto’s three-decade rule and resulted in the fatal shooting of student protesters by Indonesian security forces. Much of the violence that occurred during the riots was targeted at the ethnic Chinese population. Their homes and businesses were destroyed, and Chinese women were subjected to organized and systematic rapes and other forms of sexual violence. Day after day the number of victims of violence rose, and the horrors came in the many forms of brutal sexual violation, including gang rape and mutilation that targeted specifically women of Indonesian Chinese descent. 

In response to the violence, the Voluntary Team of Humanity set up a special division called the Division on Violence against Women, which immediately set up crisis centers, a counseling team and a fact-finding mission. Requests came in from communities in various parts of Jakarta to arrange group discussion to come to grips with what was happening. “We shared our understanding that this tragic event in the form of state violence that uses ethnic and gender violence reflected a militaristic tendency to use women’s bodies as means for terror, and exploited the racist legacy of Indonesian colonial history,” Ita says. 

NORTH/SOUTH KOREA: Women’s Program for Peace

A main challenge for Korean women is the division of the country and the Armistice Agreement between North and South Korea. Korean women on both sides were totally cut off from each other prior to the 2000 North and South Korean Summit, an exchange program between North and South Korean women to overcome hostility and confrontation and move towards peace and coexistence. Since then, North and South Korean women have organized meetings every year to celebrate the June Declaration and Independence Day including a massive Women’s Reunification Rally for Peace held in October 2002 in North Korea. The exchange program, which promotes dialogue as the best tool for reconciliation, also emphasizes the involvement of more women at the grassroots and demands that negotiations on the North and South Korean Relation Law be based on a gender perspective.
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