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   n March 2006, we stood under a marquee at the new Gender
Links house with many of our friends and partners and lifted our
glasses in a toast to the first five years of our existence. The images
used in the speeches that night had us all in stitches as we took
a trip back to our childhood: running before walking; crawling
before sitting; falling and getting up and finally finding our feet-
 literally and figuratively! One of our partners called us a “baby
giant.”  I guess we have been nothing if not ambitious in our
mission to transform gender equality in and through the media,
and in the extension of that mission into the broader governance
arena!

No doubt the first five years in the life of any institution are the
most eventful. It is not likely we will ever again experience
working from the back yard of our executive director’s home
with just two staff, to moving to modest offices with four staff
(double the original complement!) to moving to our new home
in Cyrildene, Johannesburg with twelve staff (six times the original
complement!) all in five years.

This is why the five year peg is a useful point at which to step
back and reflect before we go any further. In the first five years
you are allowed to stumble and fall; many hands will help you
to get up and try again. After five, you are expected to be steady
on your feet; to know what you are doing. Your vision must be
clear; your room for error reduced.

We need to take this moment to ask ourselves tough questions;
about our environment and about ourselves as an institution.
What have we achieved, what impact we have made and what
challenges still lie ahead? How relevant are our mission and
vision? How is the capacity we have built (4762 people have
participated in GL events over the last five years) being utilised?
What should we be doing and what should be left to others?
What has been the cost of our modest achievements on our staff
and partners? How can we ensure that we do not place unrealistic
expectations on them?  Processes inside and outside GL are
helping us to think these through these important questions.

The regional scene

Last year, GL and partner organisations conducted an audit of
the SADC Declaration on Gender and Development. It showed
that gender is now definitely on the regional agenda and that
significant progress has been made, especially in the area of in
decision-making, with women now occupying slightly more that
20 percent of the seats in the parliaments of the region (second
only to the Nordic countries; and a level similar to that achieved
in North America). But the audit pointed to serious challenges:
• Only three countries (South Africa and Mozambique and

Tanzania) have achieved the thirty percent target of women
in parliament and this is just one area of decision-making.

• Laws, systems and services for addressing gender violence
are inadequate. New forms of gender violence, such as
trafficking, are on the rise.

• In virtually every country there are contradictions between
customary law and codified law when it comes to
women’s rights. These contradictions are not addressed in
Constitutions.
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• Women, and especially young
women, are the majority of those
living with HIV and AIDS, the
pandemic which more than any
other has preyed on the gender
disparities in the region and
added to the already huge
burden of care that women
shoulder.

• In most countries, poverty is on the rise and increasingly has
a feminine face.

• While there has been some progress in raising awareness
and challenging gender stereotypes in the media and popular
culture, as well as engaging men as partners, the battle to
change mindsets is still far from won.

The Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP) study conducted
in 2005 to coincide with the tenth anniversary of the Beijing
conference amplifies this fact.  A regional analysis of the global
data conducted by GL and the Media Monitoring Project (MMP)
shows that the average proportion of women sources in Southern
Africa currently stands at 19 percent (compared to 17 percent in
the 2003 Gender and Media Baseline Study). It is heartening that
in countries with strong gender and media networks such as
South Africa, Mauritius, Zimbabwe, Swaziland and Namibia the
improvements have been more marked. But women are still far
from being heard in proportion to their strength in the population
and gender stereotypes abound in the media.

Patriarchy and democracy coexist

At the launch of the Progressive Women’s Movement in South
Africa ahead of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Women’s March
against the pass laws in August 2006 I made the point that in this
country as in the rest of the world, patriarchy and democracy are
still comfortable bedfellows.

I added that patriarchy is not an ideological construct. It is a
violent system as experienced vividly in the mind boggling
number of women and children who are raped in our society. It
is a system that entrenches economic inequality, as supported
by statistics showing that the feminisation of poverty continues,
particularly in rural and farm areas, working class communities
and among the unemployed. The fact that women are the worst
hit by HIV and AIDS is directly attributable to the unequal power
relations between women and men.

The “Glass Ceiling report” by the South African National   Editor’s
Forum (SANEF) confirms that the media is not only patriarchal
but is an agent of patriarchy. Many women will identify with the
description of this “boys club”. This is a damning assessment of
a major institution in the democratic
South Africa of 2006.

GL evaluation

Enter a tiny NGO with barely any hands and feet, little money,
and a dream the size of gender equality! What could GL have
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hoped to achieve in the minuscule historical time span of five
years?  The external evaluation of our work conducted in 2006
(see adjacent excerpts) offers us a useful mirror on ourselves.

We take pride in the fact that GL is viewed, in this short space
of time, as having spurned a gender and media movement in the
region; so much so that we might actually be working our way
out of a job! For the good governance; strong management and
high levels of delivery reflected in the report, I have much to
thank my fellow board members, the Executive Director and the
staff of GL. We also owe gratitude to our families, friends and
supporters for making it possible to have this positive assessment
of our work.

Next steps

Going forward, there is also much we need to think about, in
relation to ourselves, our environment and our core mandate.
As I write, GL is finalising its strategy for the next three years.
This draws on discussions at our Board meeting in March; staff
retreats and planning sessions; the evaluation and a strategy
workshop. Among the key issues to be addressed in our 2007-
2010 strategy are:
� Strategic positioning: Both the Board and the evaluators are

in agreement that at least for the short term GL will need to
continue strengthening its work in the gender and media field,
but doing so in a way that builds the growing capacity in this
area and situates media in the broader democracy/governance
framework.

� Increasing the core funding base of the organisation (see
Executive Director’s report) to relieve the many pressures that
are placed on a small organisation through the present almost
entirely project-related funding.

� A reassessment of our staffing to ensure a more realistic match
of tasks to human resources - also closely linked to core
funding.

� Ensuring that in our rush to produce and disseminate
information we also develop and institutionalise a body of
indigenous knowledge in our areas of core competence,
through the establishment of a Gender and Media Diversity
Centre.

� Extending GL’s already considerable Monitoring and Evaluation
systems to include formal monitoring of partnerships, making
use of external evaluators.

� Ongoing assessment of GL’s support for, and relationship
with, the Gender and Media Southern Africa (GEMSA) Network
that GL has had a key role in creating, especially in concluding
the already well advanced steps to ensure GEMSA’s full
autonomy.

We also hope that we can in our limited way and in the sphere
we specialise in contribute to the newly formed Progressive
Women’s Movement which we assume is interested in the
transformation of the media. We are, with all humility, convinced
that we have laid the basis for and contribute to a Progressive
Media Movement in Southern Africa. We also take this opportunity
to salute the great heroines of the 1956 march and many more
before and after them on whose footsteps we hope we are
following and whose dreams we hope to achieve.

Thenjiwe Mtintso
Chairperson

� Gender Links is an overwhelmingly successful and
productive organisation. Its institutional reputation is not
only based on the extraordinary number of training and
advocacy workshops that it holds, but equally on the high
quality and speed of its work, its groundbreaking research
and extensive documentation, its impact on journalists
and the media, its impact on SADC governments and
parliaments in terms of policy, its impact in growing the
number and voices of women politicians in the media in
Southern African and its international innovation in research
and strategy.

� A key finding of the evaluation is that through its
research, training and networking, GL has succeeded in
establishing a gender and media movement in Southern
Africa.

� Overall GL is very effectively governed in terms of Board
oversight over financial affairs, staff appraisal and
development matters, programme implementation and
development and strategic planning.

� In relation to their enormous programme and project
output, the small number of staff at GL work in a pressured
environment, and high standards in relation to quantity
and quality of work is expected from them. There is a
fine line between the continuous high expectations of
delivery demanded from them, and burn out. In relation
to the current and future issues of human resources, it
is necessary for GL to stop for a moment and reflect. If not,
it runs the risk of perpetuating an (overloaded) way of
working that may not be sustainable in the long run from
a human resources point of view. Core funding is a key
factor in helping to reduce the stress of project-related
funding.

� The time has arrived for donors to join hands to address the
serious project-funding impediments to the work of GL and
to strengthen its core-cost financial capacity and sustainability
in the struggle for gender equality.

� Gender Links is slowly ‘succeeding’ in working itself out of
its niche – by increasingly empowering other organisations
in the SADC Region in promoting gender equality in and
through the media.  However, it is still too early to diminish
the gender and media focus and GL must over the next two
years continue with its current Plan of Action in meeting
and rooting the vital need for mainstreaming gender into
the media.

� The work of GL shows a massive track record of quality
delivery, but it also needs to pay attention to its
communication and relationships with partners.

Excerpts from
GL evaluation

Women at the Lets Grow Project that provides care for those living with HIV and
AIDS in Orange Farm celebrate Women’s Day


