
Executive Director’s report

T
his report covers the activities of Gender Links, a Southern African

NGO that specialises in gender, media and governance, during the

financial year March 2003 to February 2004: the third year of GL’s

existence.  

The period witnessed a 50 percent growth in expenditure from R3.8

million in 2002/2003, to 5.7 million in 2003/2004. During this period, GL ran

30 capacity building and research workshops, attended by 759 people from 12

Southern African countries, 36 percent of these men (see list of workshops at

Annex A).   

Some 54 percent of expenditure went directly into programmes, with a

large portion of this accounted for by materials development and

publications, compared to 34 percent for human resource costs; ten percent

for operational expenses and 1.8 percent in capital expenditure (see

financial report). GL full time staff increased from four to six, with one part

time accountant and several associates contracted on an ad hoc basis to

provide specialist research and training support. This team has shouldered

an enormous programme load with enthusiasm and professionalism. 

As mentioned in the Chairperson’s report, we are beginning to see the

fruits of these efforts. But we are also painfully aware that unless these efforts

are increased even more in the coming years, the fragile gains could be

easily lost. In short, we are like the proverbial climber who, after reaching

the first peak stops for a moment to survey the panorama, but is quickly

reminded that the summit has not yet been reached.

Background
Ten years after the Beijing conference, gender disparities in the media

remain among the most glaring of all. Empirical studies show that the

overwhelming majority of news sources are men. Women invariably feature

either as sex objects or as victims of violence in the media. 

Ironically, although women constitute the majority of media

consumers, little attention is paid to what they would be interested in

knowing. Assumptions may also have been made about the closed

mindedness of men to progressive coverage on gender issues. Indeed, the

burden of masculinity is also one that is coming in increasingly for

discussion and scrutiny. It needs to feature more in media debates.

While much has been said and written on mainstreaming gender in

government, the private sector and NGOs, little work has been done on

mainstreaming gender in the media. Ironically, the media is one of the most

powerful forces on earth for influencing societal attitudes and perspectives. 

Approaches
There have been several different approaches to gender and the media.

These include:

� Empowering women journalists;

� Creating alternative media for women’s voices to be heard;

� Consumer boycotts and activism and

� Seeking to bring about gender balance in the institution of the media

as well as in its editorial content.

None of these approaches is

mutually exclusive. Each has an

important role to play in ensuring a

fair representation and portrayal of

women in the media. GL has,

however, specifically chosen to focus

on the latter because:

� In the long term there is no

alternative to ensuring that the

mainstream media reflects and

promotes gender equality;

� We believe that male and female

journalists need gender training;

� Several organisations - such as the

various media women’s

associations in Southern Africa -

are focusing on the first two of

these approaches. We welcome

these as important and

complementary initiatives. But we

believe our niche is to engage with

the mainstream media as well as

seek to bridge the gap between

gender activists and media

practitioners.

Strategy
GL has situated its work firmly

in the context of the efforts in the

region to guard and strengthen the
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“No holds barred,
tenacious, hard working,
agenda setting and goal
focused – and that’s just
the director of Gender
Links!  Gender Links has
produced some
incredibly valuable
research and resources
and their connection
with and focus on
Southern Africa has
ensured not only that
gender and media is on
the map but that gender
and media are properly
contextualised as an
international and African
issue.  I look forward
with both ease and
excitement to the
future. With ease;
knowing Gender Links is
out there trying to
change the world and
with excitement; to see
how we are going to
continue to work
together in 
doing so.”
William Bird, 
Director
Media Monitoring Project
South Africa
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fragile freedom of expression that has resulted from the ending of apartheid

and emergence of multiparty democracies in a number of countries. GL’s work

began with the presentation of a Gender and Media Handbook to editors in

the region on the tenth anniversary of the Windhoek Declaration on Press

Freedom. It became apparent in a room with of over 100 media decision-

makers, only three of whom were women, that the notion that gender biases in

newsrooms might constitute an insidious form of self-censorship had not

entered the editor’s minds.    

Since then, the baseline study has provided overwhelming quantitative

and qualitative evidence that women are both under-represented and

portrayed in a narrow range of roles in the media. This has been an essential

awakening that has led to many innovative ideas on how the obvious

discrepancies might be overcome.

GL recognizes that news is a product of supply and demand. Thus we

have focused on those who create the news, as well as those who could

potentially shape the news towards a more gender aware product, such as

gender activists and women in decision-making. 

What has also become increasingly apparent is that there is an

important third factor: those who consume the news. They of course have

the power to shape the news if not directly as sources of news then through

their purchasing power. A focus on news consumers leads us into the broader

area of media literacy, an area still in its infancy in Southern Africa, but one

critical to the deepening of democracy and recognition that the media, like

all other structures in a democracy, needs to be watched.

Priorities 
Key considerations for the future include:

� Building on previous research and remaining at the cutting edge of

gender and media research in the region to strengthen the case for

gender equality in the media. Major projects include completing the

News
Producers

News
Shapers

News
Consumers

News
Content

audience research in the six countries not covered in the first phase and

canvassing this research in all countries, as well as a new research

project on “Gender in Southern African newsrooms” that will draw on

the research methodology developed for “Ringing up the Changes.”

� Replicating pilot projects, and ensuring a more sustained approach to

transformation, through assisting media houses in devising and

adopting gender policies and media education institutions in

mainstreaming gender in their work.

� Broadening the scope of work with potential news shapers through an

integrated approach to empowering women in decision-making, with a

special focus on local government.

� Broadening targets to include consumers of news, and engaging in a

new area of work on media

literacy.

� Ensuring ongoing monitoring

and feedback to the media

through innovative projects like

Mirror on the Media that provide

constant feedback to the media in

between major research projects.

� Producing useful tools and

services, such as the Virtual

Resource Centre, which provide

an ongoing source of

engagement around the issues.

� Creating linkages in all our work,

for example the monitoring

project feeds directly into the VCR

that is an important part of the E-

GEM project.

� Building institutional strength

and capacity for organizations at

country level to engage in gender

and media training and advocacy

through training of trainer

workshops as well as the local

and regional Gender and Media

(GEM) Network.

� Maximising use of new

technologies, to reduce costs, maximize synergies, and empower those

who may not have had access to these technologies.

� Documenting and replicating good practice; focusing on what works;

sharing experiences and ideas.

We believe that with this persistent and catalytic focus, the difference

that we are beginning to see in gender balance and sensitivity in the media

will translate into more progressive, more professional approaches.

Colleen Lowe Morna
Executive Director  

“I am continually
awe-struck at both the
quantity and the
quality of the work
done by Gender Links,
especially in the area
of gender and the
media. I particularly
appreciate its
professional approach
to intervening in the
media and its focus on
creating practical tools
that both media
professionals and
gender activists can
use to improve the
situation. I also think
there is much to learn
from GL’s success in
forging strategic
partnerships and
generating both
information and
awareness on
gender/media issues
across southern
Africa.”Ammu Joseph

Network of Media Women,
India
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On reflection
By Kubi Rama
Deputy director, Gender Links

Over the last six months I have heard from many sources about the level of

productivity at Gender Links. Often I get asked the question: “Why do you people

work so hard?” 

It is fortunate that I am writing this piece for the annual report because I had

to stop and think about that question. 

We are in a particularly ‘hectic’ phase even for Gender Links. There are so many

projects that are reaching a critical point in their development. The audience

research and the Gender and Media (GEM) Summit are just two of those. There are

22 projects we are involved in. In the midst of the “madness” it is easy to lose sight

of why our work is important. 

Recently someone very close to me lost her estranged husband. He had not been

part of her life for 15 years. She has been bringing up their three children alone

without any support, financial or otherwise, from him during this period. Even the

loss of their 18 year old daughter was one she had to sustain alone. However, on his

death she was expected to perform all the traditional rites of a wife. She was expected

to contribute financially to the costs of his burial and is now wearing the mourning

attire for

the

period of

a year. 

I was incensed by the demands that were being placed on her

and was extremely annoyed by her calm acceptance of the demands.

I asked: “Why are doing these things?” Her answer was one that

caused to me to reflect on my behaviour. She replied that she was

afraid not to do the rituals that were expected of her because it could

affect her children’s futures and that she could not risk that. My

assumption that she was performing these rituals because she felt

obliged was completely wrong. She truly resented doing them but felt

that she had to protect her children.

Back to the work of Gender Links, the very specific example

above is at the heart of what we do. We have to change the way

women and men interact, think about, shape and engage with the

world. It as simple and as complex as that. 

Gender Links therefore has to be involved in 22 projects because

the change that is required is huge and multi-faceted. It is also

critical that ultimately all our work should make a difference to

ordinary citizens’ daily lives. So between erratic e-mail,

reconstructing websites, operating by remote, writing funding

reports and proposals and generally just wishing the day was 48

hours long, I feel the satisfaction of knowing that I am part of an

organisation that works very hard to make a real difference. 

Two worlds. Photo: Trevor Davies
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