


Fact box

Gender Links (GL) is a Southern African
NGO founded in 2001 that is committed
to a region in which women and men are
able to participate equally in all aspects
of public and private life in accordance
with the provisions of the Southern African
Development Community (SADC) Protocol
on Gender and Development.
GL has ten board members from seven
Southern African countries and one from
the UK/Ghana.
With its headquarters in Johannesburg,
South Africa, GL has satellite offices in
Mauritius, Botswana, Lesotho, and
Mozambique and a presence in
Madagascar, Namibia, Swaziland, Zambia,
and Zimbabwe.
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GL Executive Director Colleen Lowe Morna
climbing the Andes.   Photo by K. Morna

“GL is a learning organisation and its
achievements can be summarised by a culture
of excellence, accountability, transparency
and transformation. The organisation has
effectively carried out its advocacy, lobbying
and partnership management, working
around and with the Southern Africa
Development Community (SADC) Protocol
on Gender and Development and related
issues in the region.”

- GL External Evaluation 2010

Climbing every mountain:
The origins of Gender Links

By Colleen Lowe Morna, past and present GL Board Members

Chapter 1Chapter 1



I1 am not a professional climber, literally or
figuratively. But, growing up in the mystical
highlands of southeast Zimbabwe, I have
had an enduring love affair with mountains.
There is so much about climbing that is a
metaphor for life itself.
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As you start a climb, there is always that
sense of the impossible. Then, eyes to the
ground, one step at a time, the impossible
becomes possible. There are thorns, stony
patches, and steep inclines: each tests your
endurance. But as you look back on where
you have come, blights on the landscape
become mere dots compared to the
panoramic view unfolding.

Distance gives you perspective. As you reach
the peak you are overcome by a sense of
achievement. Yet at every peak you are
reminded that there is always one more peak
till you get to the top. It is unlikely you will
ever get to the summit! But you have the
satisfaction of knowing, as they say in West
Africa, that without pain, there is no gain!

As the founder and first executive director
of GL reflecting on the first ten years of the
NGO once described as a small organisation
with large footprints  I feel like a climber
who has scaled that first peak. When I lodged
the registration papers in March 2001,
nothing could have prepared me for what
lay ahead, especially given the rather unlikely
and ironic beginnings of this venture.

An unlikely start

It all started soon after I unceremoniously
lost my job as CEO of the South African
Commission on Gender Equality; locked out
of my work place by political appointees
who, floundering in their more strategic
functions, became embroiled in undermining

the head of operations. It is not an unfamiliar
story in the new South Africa: almost all the
administrative heads of Chapter Nine
institutions have had tussles with their
political principals as have many Director
General’s (DG’s) and their ministers. My
successor would suffer a similar fate to mine
a decade later.

Still, nothing prepares you, after you have
worked your soul out for a cause, to wake
up one morning without a job. For three
years from 1998 to 2001 I fought my case
in court; painfully coming to terms with the
limits of sisterhood as many kept their
distance, waiting to see which way the judge’s
gavel would fall. I lived in semi-exile, falling
back on my skills as a journalist, working for
the most part away from home to pay my
legal bills.

One Saturday morning a group of my former
staff sat with me around coffee in my office
at home and convinced me to start
something new. No matter what happened
in court, they said, South Africa and the
region needed strong gender NGOs.
Kubeshni Govender, former communications
manager at the CGE and a founding board
member of GL gave this new venture a name
that we all drank to with our coffee and
croissants: Gender Links!!

Between my frequent shuttles to the United
Nations Economic Commission for Africa

Colleen Lowe Morna jubilant after finishing the 30km Radio
702 Walk the Talk fun walk.  Photo: Gender Links

1 Colleen Lowe Morna is Executive Director of Gender Links

“My journey with Gender Links has been rich. I
have learnt firsthand how humble beginnings
can lead to bigger and greater achievements as
long as there is passion and commitment.  I am
happy to still be on the Gender Links journey.”

 - Ruth Ayisi, GL Board Member



the greatest of fondness because of the sheer
impossibility and triumph of this task. We
had to do it! And we did.

Success in hand, our previously sceptical
donor gave us our next grant, to run a regional
workshop on covering gender violence
alongside a SADC workshop for governments
to report on the Addendum to the SADC
Declaration on Gender and Development on
Eradicating Violence Against Women and
Children in Lesotho.

Working out of the back room at my home
to set it all up, Zohra and I put out a call for
the gender and media activists who would
become the foot soldiers of the movement.
I rejected one applicant, Loga Virahsawmy
from Mauritius, as she had no media
experience, being a retired university
administrator. But she had been so keen, she

would be heart broken! Zohra
interceded. I relented: after all
we needed people with energy,
maybe even more than
expertise, I said.

Whew! My guardian angel
must have been somewhere
nearby, as Loga would go on
not only to become a board
member and director of GL’s
Francophone office, but to
reinvent herself at sixty as one
of the most forceful voices in
the gender  and media
movement!

(UNECA) in Addis Ababa where I had landed
part-time work as a speech writer, I put pen
to paper, furiously spewing out all my dream
projects, most notably my passion, gender
and the media. At first donors would not
budge; one of our biggest donors now saw
it all as part of a sinister plot in my fight
against the CGE and wrote a terse letter
saying in South Africa they only funded the
Commission. It was one of those first stony
patches you wonder if you will ever pull
through. Ouch!!!

But, as the consultancy work continued to
come, I gained the confidence to employ
GL’s first staff member, a former CGE staffer,
Zohra Khan, whose youthful enthusiasm
helped me take another step each day. She
called GL the phoenix, the bird that would
rise from the ashes. And one day we got our
chance, when a sympathetic individual within
the said donor organisation tipped
us off about a donor next door
who needed to spend R250 000
before the end of  the financial
year in two months time. Who
could pull off this miracle? Colleen
and Zohra! she advised. So we
rushed off to Pretoria with
application in hand, and got our
first grant to run a workshop and
produce a gender in media
handbook.

Over 100 research reports, books
and publications later, I still regard
Whose News, Whose Views with

Writing on 27 November, 2010, her 66th

birthday, Loga Virahsawmy recalled: My
God! Where do I start? It has been such an
enriching journey that I did not realise that
I started with black hair. It is now all shining
silver (not to say grey). Little did I realise
that “il n'y a pas d'age pour apprendre quand
on est avec Gender Links” (there is no age
limit to learning when one is with Gender
Links).

Yes, trust me! It is not only babies that grow
but the over 60s as well. If you want to grow
at any age then join the University of Gender
Links. Success is guaranteed although with
lots of challenges going through very tough
times including some crying.

It all started when I received an invitation
from Gender Links in early 1999 to attend
a workshop in Lesotho. Gender Links wanted

Grey is the new fad: Loga Virahsawmy speaks at the launch of
the audience research.  Photo: Gender Links
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Had it been a pyrrhic victory, one reporter
asked. What kind of price tag, I retorted,
would you put on clearing your name? With
that I knew I had closed a chapter and could
move on.

This chapter covers the early origins of
Gender Links, as told by its founders. Whether
our preference is by foot, bus, train, sea, or
air, all of us have been on an amazing journey
over the last decade: of self discovery;
organisational growth and development.
Unusually in the life of a busy organisation
we have taken this moment to pause, and
piece together our collective memories of
these early days.  The chapter is narrated by

to train journalists of the region. The outcome
was a special supplement that was distributed
to participants at a Regional Workshop on
Gender-Based Violence. Apparently Gender
Links was looking for a participant from
Mauritius who could write articles in English.
They were desperate and even sent a letter
to the Ministry of Women’s Rights but the
latter did not respond. Doing a search in the
region they came across a few of my articles
and the rest spoke for itself. But the organiser,
Zohra Khan, did not take any risk and asked
me for a letter from L'Express where I was
a freelance journalist. This was the first time
I travelled to Johannesburg and spent a night
at a hotel near the airport.

Very early the next morning Ferial Haffajee
came to get me so that we could travel to
Lesotho by car. I did not know anything
about her except that we were going to the
same place. It was when the training started
that I realised the greatness and the humility
of this great lady. She was the one who
coached us in writing good articles on
gender-based violence. I also had a warm
welcome from Colleen Lowe Morna.

During the memorable workshop in Lesotho
that paved the way for in-country workshops
in twelve SADC countries, I got the phone
call that I had waited three years to get: I
had won my case in the Labour Court, back
pay and full costs included! Zohra and I
danced around the workshop room at the
Maseru Sun as my cell phone started to ring
off the hook.

the founder and first executive director of
GL Colleen Lowe Morna, drawing on the rich
memories of past and present board
members.

The Gender Links Board

My former boss and mentor at the CGE
before the trouble started, then Deputy
Secretary General of the African National
Congress (ANC) Thenjiwe Mtintso, agreed
to chair GL. Athalia Molokomme, a well
known human rights and gender justice
activist, then moving from being head of the
SADC Gender Unit to High Court Judge in
Botswana took on the role of Deputy Chair.

 “First, I must say that I love trains! Nothing soothes me
more than listening to the whistle of a train blow and it
is one of the most pleasurable forms of travel for me. I
once took a business trip on trains all the way from Rome,
Italy to Copenhagen, Denmark. So, comparing my journey
with Gender Links (GL) to a memorable, enjoyable train
ride seems most natural in describing my learning journey
with the organisation.

I have been part of GL's governance structure as a member
of the Board for eight years with some of the most
amazing, gifted and humble women and men. But here
I want to write about my journey in using my skills and
knowledge, when called upon throughout the past eight
years. This journey has given me an invaluable education.
If institutions of higher education did award doctorate
degrees for knowledge gained through hands-on
experience, then I am sure my train journey with GL would
put me at the head of the class!”

- GL founding Board Member Pat Made
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a professor at Cornel University to take over.
In 2008, Dr Athalia Molokomme, who had
been appointed attorney general of
Botswana, stepped down as deputy chair
due to her heavy schedule. Scholastica
Kimaryo, former Deputy Assistant UNDP
Administrator and Deputy Regional Director
for Africa took over as deputy chair.  Athalia
Molokomme left a lasting legacy and has
many fond memories of GL:

Down memory lane
When I heard that Gender Links was turning

ten years of age, my first reaction was
typically to move quickly to correct the error.
Colleen must have been working so hard
that she had lost count of all the years of
lobbying, writing, persuading threatening
and simply preaching. It can’t possibly have

Table 1.1 shows that GL has, at different
times, had 14 board members (always the
required minimum of eight) and that four
of the founding board members are still
serving on the Board. Four board members
have left and four have joined along the way.
The current 10 member board (including the
ED who sits on the Board ex officio) has
representatives from seven Southern African
countries (Zambia, South Africa, Zimbabwe,
Mauritius, Botswana, Tanzania, Mozambique)
as well as from the UK/Ghana.

GL has had two leadership changes. In 2007
founding chairperson Thenjiwe Mtintso, then
South Africa’s ambassador to Cuba, now to
Italy, stepped down. The Board elected Dr
Muna Ndulo, former Dean of the Law School
at the University of Zambia, and currently

only been ten years, no way. Then I read
Colleen’s foreword and realised that she had
in fact checked her dates and was strictly
speaking correct; GL was indeed registered
as a legal entity ten years ago, and like a
marriage, its official anniversary is counted
only from the point of legal  recognition. So
the lawyer in me was at ease, but the gender
activist at my core kept gnawing at my
conscience, refusing to surrender.

This feeling kept eating at me until it
developed into a full fire in my belly which
I recognised from many years ago; I had to
tell the world the truth, the whole truth and
nothing but the truth about GL. So I decided
to make that the theme of my contribution
to this 10th anniversary celebration of Gender
Links. So here we go.

Field of expertise

Thenjiwe Mtintso
Ruth Ansah Ayisi
Muna Ndulo
Kubeshni Govender Jones
Chris Vick
Patricia Made
Loga Virahsamy
Athalia Molokomme
Ferial Haffajee
Charles Chisala
Pinky Mekgwe
Scholastica Kimaryo
Eduardo Namburete
Colleen Lowe Morna

Gender and politics
Gender and media
Law
Media
Media
Gender, media and education
Gender, media and politics
Gender and politics
Gender and media
Media
Gender politics and education
Social policy planning and participation
Gender, media and education
Gender, media

Board member Still servingLeftJoined laterFounderCountry

South Africa
UK / Ghana
Zambia
South Africa
South Africa
America / Zimbabwe
Mauritius
Botswana
South Africa
Zambia
Botswana
Tanzania
Mozambique
South Africa / Zimbabwe

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
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Table 1.1: The GL Board over time
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to the process to recognise this long and
winding path. Allow me, as one of the proud
midwives, to jog Colleen’s memory in this
regard.

Gender Links is firmly rooted in, and was an
inevitable product of the Southern African
regional women’s movement, and I am
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As we all know, many great ideas,
organisations and relationships develop and
mature over time, and by the time they take
on a formal, legal existence, they have
matured and are ready to take off. Such, in
my view has been the path of GL, and
Colleen, as the brains and the womb that
conceived and delivered GL, may be too close

convinced that it began to form in Colleen’s
mind, albeit sub consciously, long before her
time at the CGE. It was in the mid-1990s
after we returned from the Fourth UN World
Conference on Women (AKA Beijing)  and
we were all fired up by the slogan: think
globally, and act locally that we added a new
one in the middle:  network sub regionally.
And that is exactly what we did.

As a follow up to Beijing, a number of gender
activists who had been working at national
level in NGOs and academia forged a rare
alliance with bureaucrats in National Gender
machineries and IGOs such as the Southern
African Development Community (SADC)
and UNDP.  The SADC Secretariat organised
various meetings and workshops to
coordinate the monitoring of the Beijing
Platform of Action at regional level. There
was the Randburg Declaration, which
preceded the SADC Gender and Development
Declaration, the result of many days of
meeting in preparation for engendering
our regional organisation, SADC, which
produced “Into the Future: Gender and SADC”
in 1997.

Before SADC knew it, a new item - the
institutionalisation of gender into SADC  -
had found its way into the agenda of the
SADC Council of Ministers meeting. The
following week, SADC Heads of State and
Government found themselves signing a
Declaration on Gender and Development,
amid chants of 'oo saena…' in Blantrye,
Malawi.

Athalia Molokomme, Pat Made and Loga Virahsawmy.  Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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know the Heads of State will sit there and
open to read. The one outstanding one was
President Robert Mugabe - apparently he is
an ardent reader - he just sat down and
started reading and reading. We
had been smuggled into the hall.
The Malawi women had com-
posed a song.

We stood up when (South African
Public Service Minister) Geraldine
Fraser-Moleket i  read the
declaration on behalf of the
presidents. We just stood up as
the women and started singing:
la la la la “wosigna!” We didn’t
even know what it meant, we
were just singing with the women
from Malawi. We just heard you
must sign. And they signed. It
was a huge victory for us - that’s

GL’s first chair Thenjiwe Mtintso picks up
the story: The story here is a beautiful one,
and we never tire of telling it - we always
tell it. Of how Colleen and others started in
Gaborone, and then went to Namibia where
there were a number of various meetings
happening, and then they went to Malawi.
The famous Malawi Declaration on Gender
and Development: here we were not invited
of course. We came as gender activists
representing the SADC women. How we
found our way there I do not know, we found
ourselves at the summit. Not only did we
find our way to the summit, we found
ourselves into the hall itself.

And on the tables where the Presidents were
going to be sitting, they found our documents
in front of them- the Declaration on Gender
and Development. How they got there they
did not know: they were just there. Now you

why we went and split a bottle of wine off
the shores of Lake Malawi afterwards.
Although Gender Links came much later, I
think that is really where it all began.

in different directions to pursue their various
dreams and causes. And so it happened with
all of us, some went back to run their NGOs,
government jobs, politicians to run their
parties and academics to teach their courses;
the SADC Gender Unit was set up to monitor
the implementation of the Gender
Declaration.

The following year, the SADC Addendum on
Violence Against Women was moved
primarily by the same line of suspects, some
operating from new terrain, with the main

Athalia Molokomme continues: A long line
of suspects and accomplices who will remain
unidentified were involved in this process,
but if truth be told, Colleen was the visible
hand and driving force behind the whole
thing, and the main suspect. As we say, the
rest is herstory, which is where Gender Links
comes in.

Networks are by nature fluid and often
temporary liaisons which bring people of
similar principles and ideas together. They
often dissipate and their members scatter

accused - Colleen, now operating from the
South African Commission on Gender
Equality. The policies and institutional
frameworks were now in place, at national
and regional levels, and it was now time  for
implementation, time to walk the talk, and
to ensure that the portrayal of women in
the media matched these lofty statements
of principle.

Clearly, there was need for an organisation
outside the bureaucracy to play a watchdog
and capacity building role at regional level.

Mwenda Yeta Mkhize, Janine Moolman and Thenjiwe Mtintso.  Photo: Gender Links
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It has been a pleasure to be associated with
the tireless work of GL over the years, until
my current responsibilities left me no choice
but to let go, ever so reluctantly. I am proud
of the many achievements of Gender Links,
and learnt a whole lot from the challenges.

I am not surprised that GL has become
a household name at national, regional
and global level. I especially like the
fact that while GL pioneered entry
into the hitherto unchartered waters
of gender and the media, they have
remained at the frontline of lobbying
for gender equality in all areas of public
and private life.

I was therefore not surprised that a
couple of years ago, GL played a key
role in the adoption of the SADC
Protocol on Gender and Development,
once again, with some of the usual
suspects.  I have no doubt that GL’s
role in the struggle for gender equality
will continue unabated for another
decade, and many decades to come.
Happy 10th Birthday GL, you really do
look and behave older than your age.
I am proud to have been present at
at your conception and birth.

Vision and mission

As deputy chair of GL, Athalia played
a key role in crafting its vision and
mission. She insisted on the big picture
- gender equality - and her legal mind
made sure we specified that this is to

That organisation was none other than
Gender Links, led by none other than the
chief suspect, Colleen, and some of her
accomplices naturally became the inaugural
board members, serving from wherever they
were.

be achieved in both the public and private
space. With the adoption of the SADC
Protocol on Gender and Development in
2008, and as GL’s programme of action
expanded from media into governance and
justice, the vision and mission also evolved,
as reflected in Table 1.2.

Vision 2020
In a vision exercise at the 2010 Board
Meeting in which the Board and staff
members wrote down where they would like
GL to be ten years from now, the following
were some of the responses:

An independent, strong, vibrant, principled
self-sustaining organisation guiding
Southern Africa to a free, democratic region
based on equity for all.
A leading African NGO and globally
renowned centre of excellence on gender
mainstreaming and the empowerment of
women for development.
An organisation that is represented in all
the countries of Southern Africa and
reaches out to all the corners and villages
where the majority of women are found.
A champion of justice internally and
externally.
An organisation with deeper roots, so
that our foundation will stay solid and
carry us into the next 20 years with the
strength to weather any external or internal
storm.
An organisation with two wings: one not
for profit and the other generating revenue
to help sustain the organisation.

Sisterly support: Athalia Molokomme has remained a source of strength and inspiration.
Photo: Gender Links
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Gender Links (GL) is committed to a region in which women and men are able to
participate equally in all aspects of public and private life in accordance with the
provisions of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Protocol on
Gender and Development.

GL achieves its vision by coordinating the work of the Southern African Gender
Protocol Alliance formed around the sub-regional instrument that brings together
all key African and global commitments for achieving gender equality. The annual
barometer produced by the Alliance measures progress by governments against
the 28 targets for the attainment of gender equality by 2015. GL has integrated
these targets into its three core, closely linked programme areas: the media,
governance and gender justice. Working with partners at the local, national, regional
and international level, GL aims to:

Promote gender equality in and through the media and in all areas of governance.
Develop policies and conduct effective campaigns for ending gender violence,
HIV and AIDS.
Build the capacity of women and men to critically engage in democratic processes
that advance equality and justice.

2010-2015: With more secure funding, the organisation has expanded its triennial
strategic planning framework into a five year strategic plan 2010-2015.

2005/2006 2010/2011

Table 1.2: Evolution of GL's Vision and Mission

graphic designer we used at the time came
up with the male and female symbols linked.
When we moved offices from my back yard
to Bruma Lake, our neighbouring enterprise,
which specialised in helping shed cellulite,

The GL logo and slogan

Kubeshni Govender, one of GL’s founding
board members, who played a leading role
in branding the organisation and helping it
develop its IT systems, bequeathed us the
wonderful, simple name, Gender Links. A

came and made a proposition. Believing that
Gender Links was a dating agency, they said
if they helped women look beautiful, GL
could help them find men! If nothing else
this goes to show that we have always been
open to partnerships, and joint ventures of
all kinds!

GL had as its first slogan: gender equality in
and through the media! As our work
expanded, again thanks to Athalia’s sharp
legal mind and general wisdom, we changed

Vision
GL is committed to a Southern Africa in which women and men are able to realise
their full potential and participate equally in all aspects of public and private life.
(SADC Protocol was not there).

Mission
GL’s primary area of focus is the transformation of gender relations in and through
the media by:

Conducting research on gender disparities in the internal structures and editorial
output of the media, as well as working with media institutions to develop
corrective policies.
Developing gender training materials for the media, and assisting media training
institutions in applying these.
Creating and sharing content that demonstrates how a gender perspective can
be integrated into media coverage. Taking advantage of opportunities presented
by information and communication technologies for advancing gender equality.
Strengthening the media and communication skills of gender activists and of
men in decision-making.

Planning cycle
From 2001-2009 the organisation had a two year strategic process.
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Programme of action

The GL programme is by its nature visionary
and strategic. Daring to tread where others
have hesitated, a small but focused
organisation has used its base in a progressive
SADC country to start a movement for social
change that is evidence-based; creates

linkages from local through to international
level; builds alliances and coalitions and has
successfully negotiated the fine line of when
to be critical of, and when to co-operate
with, governments. In its programme areas
GL has chosen to focus on critical gaps within
gender advocacy that include the media
(both as a tool and site for transformation);

local government and gender justice
(including economic justice) and how to
measure gender violence. These criss-crossing
programmes (referred to within GL as a

spider’s web ) demonstrate the links
between gender equality; rights; voice; citizen
participation; responsive governance and
poverty reduction.

I am fresh out of a week-long Julius Nyerere
Pan-African Intellectual Festival of ideas,
accolades, critique, debates, book page-
turning, music, poetry, and pure joy  - a
revival of hope for an Africa characterised by
one-ness.

Convened by the Mwalimu Nyerere Professor
of Pan-African Studies, Professor Issa Shivji,
it is an occassion graced by luminaries such
as Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka who is the
2009 Dinstinguished Nyerere Lecturer; Kofi
Anyidoho, that African literary stalwart whose
footprints match those of any Nobel
recipient; Olivier Frantz Fanon, son of the
acclaimed phi losopher-doctor and
revolutionary, Frantz Fanon; our Pan-African
knowledge production revolutionary of the
current generation, Adebayo Olukoshi.

As I beam with pride that our own Thenji
Mtintso is mentioned in Anna Tibaijuka’s talk
about women organising for Pan-African
change, it occurs to me that this Pan  really
needs more women s accounts, women s
participation, women’s visibility, for the part

our slogan, and our logo, to Gender Links
for equality and justice.   In both logos and
slogans, links  remains the key word.  The
excerpt below from a piece written by Board
Member Pinkie Mekgwe in the 2009/2010
report reflects how linkages run through all
of GL’s work:

they have played in the past, and parts they
continue to play, and will play if the Pan-
African ideal is to translate into a working,
breathing spirit.  We need a true revival of
the Pan-African Women’s movement to
enable women to organise better across all
borders, on their own terms, and on terms
that will move the agenda of a United States
of Africa that works for all forth.

We need forums of the nature of the Julius
Nyerere - Mum Rose week that will be
dedicated to the works and victories of the
many talented women of Africa who
accompanied their men in the fight for
liberation; who worked single-handedly; who
worked with other women; and who continue
to work for change - for a better life across
all of life’s boundaries.

The links do matter.  Infinitely.  I am glad
that Gender Links is forging ahead in the
journey of razing down gender, justice, and
geographical borders in the quest to create
enabling links.  A gender-linked United States
of Africa, anyone?Pinkie Mekgwe. Photo: Gender Links



demonstrates how gender can be integrated
into media outputs; taking advantage of the
opportunities presented by information
technology and strengthening the
communication skills of gender activists as
well as women in decision-making. GL has
pioneered gender and media literacy
courses that aim to watch the watchdogs .

GL is a founding member of, and for several
year hosted the secretariat of the Gender
and Media Southern Africa (GEMSA) network.
Together with the Media Institute of
Southern Africa (MISA) the partners mount
a Gender and Media (GEM) Summit every
two years to showcase what is working.
Through its gender justice programme, GL

From 2005 to 2008, GL worked with civil
society partners in the campaign to elevate
the SADC Declaration on Gender and
Development into a Protocol with 28 targets
to be achieved by 2015. GL coordinates the
Southern African Gender Protocol Alliance
that brings together over 40 NGOs at
national and regional level in six thematic
clusters for advancing gender equality in the
region.  In the coming year a seventh cluster
on women and peace-building will be
formed.

A key GL area of focus is the transformation
of gender relations in and through the media.
This is achieved by conducting research;
training; creating and sharing content that

links activists and the media in campaigns
to end gender violence. Together with
government partners, the thrust now is to
progress from campaigns to action plans
with concrete targets, time frames and
indicators for achieving the SADC target of
halving gender violence by 2015. GL is co-
ordinating a cutting-edge pilot project to
develop indicators for measuring gender
violence to enhance these efforts.

In 2003, GL embarked on a gender and
governance programme that combines
research and advocacy on women in
decision-making with media training. Local
government has emerged as a specific area
of focus. The governance and justice
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Ferial Haffajee with GL’s study on local government at a Board
meeting.  Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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world for gender activists. Thenjiwe Mtintso
recalls:

When Colleen and I worked together at the
Commission on Gender Equality we talked
about gender in the media. She came up
with this idea of trying to transform the
ideas of gender in the media. The rest is
herstory - as you know once Colleen has an
idea she runs with it and doesn’t let it go.
She came up with some sort of a concept
paper. I coined the phrase meeting the lion
in its den.  We saw the media not as a passive
transmitter of ideas but as an active agent
of change. As we explored this further, we
found that we could do two things
simultaneously. We needed to change gender
relations in the male-dominated media; but

programme come together in a unique
initiative to localise national action plans to
end gender violence with best practices
shared annually.

GL’s Write about Rights  programme
provides the glue to its different programme
areas through its flagship Opinion and
Commentary Service that links activists and
decision-makers with the mainstream media.
The I  Stories or first-hand accounts provide
an avenue for voices seldom heard in the
media, such as those caring for people living
with HIV; survivors of gender violence and
women councilors to speak out. The Gender
and Media Diversity Centre (GMDC),
launched in 2008, brings together media
development NGOs and t ra in ing
institutions in a bid to collect and connect
knowledge as well as collaborate  in
advancing gender equality and diversity.

All programmes are organised around the
Gender and Media E-Community which
includes GL’s list serve, website, database of
close to 5000 contacts and the cyber
dialogue facility that enables GL to hold
online discussions with participants in the
region and across the globe.

The lion in its den: Gender equality in and
through the media

As the brief profile of GL’s POA shows, media
is at the core of all we do. That may sound
logical now, but at the time it was brave new

we also needed to use the media to transform
gender relations - so it could itself be our
agent of change.

This was a radical idea. The question was
who watches the watch dogs? They had
never really been challenged on the question
on their attitudes to women and gender
relations. When we looked into it, we found
this was a strong area that needed to be
worked on. We were not only talking numbers
- of women in media as well as numbers of
editors - we were talking attitudes too.

Gender Links was born after Colleen did a
lot of work and put together a focus group.
I must say that from the time that we
launched GL I had a feeling that we were
headed for rocky ground. I was frightened
because I thought the idea was going to be
attacked, whether by feminists from the left
or your conservatives from the right. Funding
at that time was getting very difficult for
NGOs and we were a non-entity, no one
knew us, not even Colleen really. Colleen’s
passion and resilience is what got Gender
Links off its feet. As the saying goes - when
one door closes, another door opens.

Prying open every door

After GL’s first workshop to create a
handbook on gender and the media, and
with the additional funding that started to
trickle in, we looked for every avenue to take
the message on gender to the media.

Thenjiwe Mtintso takes a call from the media during a GL Board
meeting.  Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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up. This was the first time that I talked in
front of an audience. The launch was a great
success followed by dinner in the presence
of the South African Ambassador as well as
another great man, Colleen’s husband Kofi
Morna, at my home.

In March 2002 Colleen asked me to organise
a national workshop in Mauritius on How
to report on Gender-Based Violence . The
challenge was too tempting to refuse. I
negotiated with Finlay Salesse who had taken
over from Jean Claude as Chair of Media
Trust and soon a whole machinery started
for panellists, participants, field visits, printing
of a special supplement and all the logistics.

We made history as I got the former
President of the Republic, Karl Offman, to

open the workshop and to
make the keynote address. We
also had very high profile
people on the different panels
including Sheila Bappoo, now
Minister of Gender Equality
and Shirin Aumeeruddy
Cziffra, now Ombudsperson
for children. I counted my
blessings for the sixth time
when I met this other
extraordinary woman Ruth
Ansa Ayisi who helped Colleen
in the facilitation of the
workshop. They both stayed
at my place and we found
time for some fun around a
glass of wine in the evening.

Loga Virahsawmy recalls: Soon after this
workshop Colleen asked me to organise a
launch in Mauritius for the handbook Whose
News Whose Views. I took up the challenge
and contacted Jean Claude de L’Estrac, former
Chair of Media Trust and a senior manager
at L'Express, one of the largest daily media
houses in Mauritius. When I told Jean Claude
that Thenji Mtintso, former Deputy Secretary
General of the ANC would be present he
immediately agreed.

Media Trust covered all the expenses for the
launch and the great cocktail party that
followed. I will never forget how my legs
turned jelly when I had to introduce Thenji,
Colleen and the other panellists. The
butterflies in my stomach were multiplying
and playing tricks on me; I could hardly stand

I have not stopped counting my blessings
since!!!

Ruth Ayisi recalls co-facilitating both the
Mauritius and the Zimbabwe covering gender
violence workshops: At the time I was based
in Maputo. I flew to Johannesburg, where I
left for Harare with the co facilitators early
in the morning from Gender Links’ first

office  - the garage belonging to Colleen
Lowe Morna, the executive director and
founder of Gender Links.  A wealth of
materials for the workshop emerged from
that garage which we piled into Colleen’s
car.  Due to budget limitations, Colleen drove
us to Zimbabwe.

Although I had worked in the area of gender
for many years, it was this workshop that
really focused my interest on gender-based

Jean Claude de L’Estrac shows members of Media Watch Organisation around his newsroom.
Photo: Gender Links

Muna Ndulo and Ruth Ayisi.  Photo: Gender Links
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GL and the Media Institute of Southern Africa
(MISA) were in the throes of putting together
teams of country researchers for the first
baseline study on gender in the media in
Southern Africa. Gender and the media had
been a core component of my management
work within the international news agency
and the then Federation of African Media
Women - SADC office in Zimbabwe asked

violence and made me realise campaigning
against it and raising awareness about gender
inequalities did not have to be ghettoised
to committed women. Male journalists were
keen to learn about the issue and to express
their own ideas - some of which were not
too progressive admittedly - but others were.

I have also welcomed the opportunity to be
a board member of Gender Links. It has given
me the unique opportunity to learn from
and exchange ideas with a diverse, vibrant
and a highly experienced team.

Pat Made, former director general of Inter
Press Service, now a well known independent
media researcher and trainer, recalls: My GL
journey began earlier than the GL we know
today. Colleen Lowe Morna and I worked in
the same international news agency (IPS)
for years and while I was still at the news
agency in the early 2000s, Colleen and Zohra
Khan in the early days of GL worked with
IPS Africa to produce manuals for the media
on Gender, Religion and Culture and Gender-
Based Violence. I think GL has always been
Colleen’s destination and she took me
amazing routes to get to it.

I became more involved in the organisation’s
areas of work in 2002 when I decided to
step out in faith and left the international
news agency where I had been employed. It
was a time when I harboured many questions
inside about ’what could I do’ and ’what
would I do’ without the security blanket of
a full-time job.

me to help coordinate and do the research
for the Gender and Media Baseline Study
(GMBS) in Zimbabwe.

This was the beginning of my research
journey with GL which flourished into my
being a part of several gender and media
research projects and products. I have learnt
how to not only develop research methodo-
logies and methods for shining a gendered
lens on the media, but my writing and
analysis skills became sharpened. The gender
and media research projects I have been
associated with in GL helped me to identify
a passion and love for research that I did not
quite realise was in me. And in 2006, I applied
for and was accepted into an MPhil
programme in Social Science Methods at
Stellenbosch University in South Africa to
academically train at a graduate level to be
a researcher. I can say with certainty that it
was GL that sent me towards this particular
degree, because through the organisation’s
work, I found one of my passions.

But gender and media research was not the
only part of the ride. Colleen and her team
thought I had something else to offer, and
I became involved in the conception and
production of training manuals for the media
and non-governmental organisations on
various issues, and I began a journey
throughout Southern Africa facilitating and
training media and civil society groups. This
journey has taken me to 11 of the 15
countries in SADC and to almost every
province in South Africa. Tertiary institutionsPat Made, the media trainer.  Photo: Gender Links
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me five?  Yes,  said his mate. And if you
had twenty pigs, would you give me ten?

You knows I raises pigs!  came back the
indignant response.

I thought about my grandfather’s favourite
comment on life as I read the story about
South African editors giving the thumbs
down  to the strip the back page
campaign while insisting that they believe
the South African media needs to become
more gender sensitive (Sunday Independent,
22 February).

It’s all very well for editors to talk the talk
of gender equality. The question is: are they
willing to walk the walk?

Since the campaign started a week ago,
it has evoked unprecedented response
from all quarters: upwards of 200
signatories supporting the campaign to
drop the back page or its equivalent page
three babe  during the week leading up
to International Women’s Day on 8 March;
the inevitable accusations that the
campaign has been sparked by sex-starved
lesbians; editors who say they don’t want to
be dictated to; and those who say the very
notion of stripping  any page is a violation
of free speech.

It’s a welcome debate; one long overdue;
and surely a healthy sign as we take stock
of ten years of democracy in which the one
area on which we still fall far short is equality
between the sexes.

that sexual harassment was prohibited. When
we asked for a definition of sexual harassment
they could not give one. If nothing else we
have continued to be a thorn in the flesh of
the media!

In 2004, soon after Kubi Rama joined as
Deputy Director of GL and had one of her
famous idea moments, GL was unexpectedly
catapulted into the limelight with the
Strip the Back Page campaign (see Chapter
Nine) for daring to suggest that on one
day of the year the media substitute back
pages and page three girls with content
that celebrated women in all their diversity.
Kubi and I were called names in the media,
and I had the honour of being the Sunday
Times Mampara of the Week . We stayed
our course, gave interviews about why
women deserve to be seen and heard in
all their shapes and forms and wrote
furiously on the subject (see one excerpt
below):

Time for editors to walk the walk of
gender equality

There’s a story about two English farmers
having a debate about socialism soon after
the Bolshevik revolution. The unconverted
asked the (supposedly) converted: If you
had fifty chickens, would you would give me
twenty five?

Of course,  came back the reply. And if you
had ten horses, you mean you would give

in the region with media and journalism
education programmes such as the
Polytechnic of Namibia (PON) and the
Zambia Institute of Mass Communications
(ZAMCOM) became second homes for me.
Amazingly, I first met the current ZAMCOM
Director when he was a lecturer in
photography at the institute.

The best learning on my journey with GL
has been the knowledge, inspiration, the
grace of acceptance and sharing of
information from the multitudes of people
I have encountered in every country. Just as
one example, during my jaunts to conduct
communications and media workshops with
civil society on gender and HIV and AIDS,
and gender-based violence, I remember many
lunch-times where South African women
and men shared their hopes and dreams for
their country and even gave me insights into
their daily lives and work. It is a privilege
when people invite you into their lives.

From research, to training, GL began to ask
the tough questions about gender policies
in newsrooms. Thenjiwe Mtintso recalls:

Another thing is that we were able to name
and shame in our first five years, just by
asking what their gender policy is. I remember
clearly one media house that I will not name,
telling us they had a gender policy, we asked
for it, and they could not find it, six months
later they still couldn’t find it, and we were
still waiting for it. We were sure they didn’t
have one, and they could not even give us
key elements of the policy, except to say
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To situate the campaign in context, there is
a tradition worldwide for the male dominated
media business to hand over the making of
the news to women on 8 March.  At its AGM
last year focusing on gender and the media,
the South African National Editor’s Forum
(SANEF) pledged to conduct an audit of
newsrooms and report on progress this
International Women’s Day.

One of the most important and missing
elements in this debate is the long-term
effect of images that overwhelmingly portray
women as mere objects of men’s sexual
pleasure.  Is it little wonder that our society
has such high levels of gender violence - one
of the most devastating reminders that ten
years of democracy has meant little for
women in their daily lives? Does the media
have anything to answer on that score?

These are some of the less comfortable
questions that the media needs to ponder
in the run up to 8 March, lest it be like the
pig farmer who talked the good talk with no
intention of walking the walk. - Article written
by Colleen Lowe Morna for the Sunday
Independent.

Social movements and GEM Networks

During a retreat in Tanzania, Hivos (one of
GL’s long time donors) challenged us to
reflect on the role of NGOs in creating social
movements. Our growing work with the
media prompted me to think that we should

start a gender and media movement. The
Open Society Foundation of Southern Africa
(OSISA), another donor, had given us funding
to start country networks. This is how Gender
Links became involved in starting Gender
and Media (GEM) Networks, that later came
together at the first Gender and Media
Summit in 2004 to form the Gender and
Media Southern Africa (GEMSA) Network:

Loga Virahsawmy recalls: Soon after the
covering gender violence workshop Colleen
suggested that I should start an NGO in
Mauritius focusing on gender in and through
the media. This saw the birth of Media Watch
Organisation (MWO) and I have remained
the Chair of this organisation.

Colleen did not let go of me and asked me to
organise the same workshop in the Seychelles.
What a challenge! I did not know anybody in
the Seychelles. Each time somebody from the
Seychelles came to Mauritius I invited that
person home. They all promised to help but
not a single one kept their promise until my
husband became desperate and asked me to
write to the President of Seychelles giving his
name as a reference.

It worked! We can be gender activists but
we still need to rely a lot on our partners.
The response was overwhelming. I soon got
the whole Ministry of Social Affairs under
Michel Rosalie to help. I went on a pre-
workshop mission and met with my partners

as well as the Daily Nation which was
going to run the supplement. When
Colleen and I went to facilitate the
workshop everything was so well
planned that we even had some free
time in the evening.

Colleen went on her walking spree up
the mountains while I swam in the
most magnificent blue sea. We got
massive media coverage; so much so
that when we went to a restaurant and
there were no tables the owner found
us a table because we were very
important visitors to Seychelles.  For
the first time in my life I became a star
as everywhere we went people would
stop us to say that they saw us on
television and thanked us for the work
we were doing.Sharon Thelemaque at a meeting of GEM Plus.  Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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Thenjiwe Mtintso takes up the story about
how we expanded into governance work:

During the first five years, we were small
but we had a great impact. We then expanded
to include governance - which was more my
passion. I decided it was very difficult to talk
about women in media, and not talk about
women in politics. I had done research for
my Masters and it was on whether women
in politics do make an impact. I used the
ANC as my study. Gender Links had started
to use my access, participation and
transformation framework in its training. You
need access to enter. But once you enter it s
important that you create the environment
in which women can participate, like having
child care centres for instance.

At that time the South African parliament
was meeting until 10 pm. Even as women
enter you have to create an environment
where they can participate, numbers alone
will not help you. You need to look at what

are the likely obstacles, and it came up in
the research: for instance not having
education. Quantitatively the women are
there, but they are not speaking .
Transformation needs to be ensured.

Driving change

With a few staff, a wing and a prayer, GL
Board members gave what support they
could. The early days were tough, but they
were also fun:

Thejiwe Mtintso recalls: Colleen and a
group of us drove to Lesotho in Colleen’s
rattling Tazz. We rattled along into Lesotho,
in the middle of the night. She drove the
whole way there. She was everything
including the driver. I went straight to sleep,
and Colleen had presentations the following
day. Colleen writes all these beautiful
speeches for me to say when we go
somewhere; I of course always forget to read

them. We were doing some training for
something. When we go to the training, and
I saw these baSotho women, I just thought,

We just need to chat really.  I didn’t want
to read the speech that Colleen had stayed
up writing the night before.

What I found most interesting was that this
person was up driving until midnight, and
then working all night, and then in the
morning running a workshop, and then
driving back again in the evening - within
two days, everything was done. Now we can
talk about staff, but what has sustained GL
is Colleen. I am not sure if her drive is normal.
In those days, Colleen would drive to Lesotho
and Swaziland for training in one week.

Ruth Ayisi adds: I learnt too that to
collaborate with Gender Links, you need to
be robust!  After a long, but rewarding day
in the field with Zimbabwean journalists
gathering stories showing the different types

Governance
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of gender violence,  we worked  at the Daily
News media house with the layout staff until
3am. Fortunately the next day,  was only a
half day before we drove back to
Johannesburg. Colleen still as fresh as a daisy,
drove us home! Despite my efforts not to,
I slept for most of the journey.

Since that workshop, Gender Links has given
me the opportunity to co-facilitate
workshops on gender-based violence in
Angola, Mauritius, and Mozambique. I also
have had the opportunity to work in the
governance area, working on a cutting-edge
research project on gender and politics in

Mozambique as well as facilitating another
workshop; this time on how women
politicians in Mozambique can relate better
to the media. I was struck by how enthusiastic
the women pol i t ic ians were and
appreciative.

Spread your wings and fly away

A favourite theme song at GL Staff and Board
meetings is I believe I can fly.  Over the last
ten years, we have opened satellite offices
in Botswana, headquarters of SADC, and
Mauritius, our Francophone headquarters.
Field offices in Lesotho and Madagascar are

being upgraded into satellite offices. An office
was opened in Mozambique on 17 March,
GL’s official tenth birthday. We also have a
presence through our governance work in
Namibia, Swaziland, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

Francophone offices

Loga Virahsawmy recalls: When Madagas-
car and the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC) joined SADC Colleen did not waste
time and wanted GL to have programmes
in these two countries as well. There was no
problem with Madagascar as L'Express has
a daily there and Jerome Boulle the then
Editor in Chief is a good friend of Marie-
Annick Savrip ne, editor of the GL
Francophone Opinion and Commentary
Service, and myself. During one of our many
workshops in Mauritius, Colleen and I had
the chance to meet Ialfine Tracoulat. The
very same evening she was my dinner guest
and showed great interest in the work of
Gender Links. This laid the foundation stone
for GL’s work in Madagascar.

But DRC was a real challenge. Colleen shared
a couple of e-mail addresses. I was advised
to contact Aziza Bengwene, Country Director
of  PANOS. The University of Mauritius gave
me the address of Tiefolo Banza, Director of
High Authority of Media. But nevertheless
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs from which I
wanted an official letter advised me not to
go to DRC. It was also difficult for them to
give me a letter as I was not working for the
government. On my insistence and becauseMary Coopan and Ialfine Papisy: Believing we can fly.  Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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I told them they would be responsible if they
see my dead body flown back to Mauritius,
they gave me copy of a letter that they sent
to the authorities in DRC. We also got letters
from PANOS and Haute Autorit  des M dias
(HAM) to facilitate visa procedures.

Marie-Annick and I thought that with all our
documents all should be fine. But when we
touched down in DRC we were asked to give
$100 to be shared with two Customs officers.
I told them that at GL we cannot give money
without a receipt. But I am glad to say that
after the teething problems this is one of
the countries that I like best. People are so
humble, modest and grateful for everything
that they get, be it the workshop or the food
at the workshop. I once again count my
blessings for having known people who know
how to say thank you . Dorothee Swedi and
Anna N’gemba Mayimona have since been
among my best friends.

In September 2008, Mauritius became a
satellite office. It has been a  “parcours de
combattante” (a fighter’s journey) with its
own joys and pains. Very uphill at times but
we have been able to climb the mountain!

The Lusophone office

GL’s Board Member in Mozambique, Eduardo
Namburete, explains the importance of the
office opening on 17 March 2011
(coincidentally on GL’s 10th birthday): Gender
Links has since its establishment managed
to get recognition from various sectors from

government offices,
public and private
media to civic society
organisation through-
out the region, yet it
still had to authen-
ticate its status as a
regional organisation
that covers all the
diversity that repre-
sents the Southern
Africa region.

For many, GL is still
perceived as a South
African organisation
working in other
S o u t h e r n  Af r i c a
countries through
subcontracts with its
local partners. This
impression has, in some
cases, made it difficult
for local governments
and institutions to
engage with GL in an
open way. This is even stressed in the
Portuguese speaking countries where, apart
from the lack of a systematic presence in
these countries, the language barrier has been
a serious blockage for the full engagement of
these countries in GL’s activities and for
benefiting from the knowledge produced by
GL.

GL has taken a right step in establishing
satellite offices in Mauritius and Botswana

which gives it a true image of regional
organisation and, by establishing a physical
presence in a francophone country; it
amplifies the language diversity that
comprises the Southern Africa region. In the
same direction GL has a unique opportunity
to systematically engage the Portuguese
speaking countries which, because of
language barrier, have felt left out in the
knowledge sharing process within the
region. Recent studies conducted by GL -

Monitoring the media at PANOS offices in the DRC.  Photo: Gender Links
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the Gender in Media Education (GIME); the
MAP process for the development of Gender
and HIV and AIDS policies; the Glass Ceilings
research and other research projects have
shown that the Portuguese speaking
countries are facing similar problems faced
by the other Southern Africa countries, and
for that reason special attention should be
paid to these countries which comprise a
population of 40 million inhabitants.

After establishing a satellite office in
Mauritius, covering the Francophone
countries, a more systematic presence in the
Portuguese speaking countries would make
GL a true regional organisation in all
dimensions - geographically and in terms of
language.

Mozambique, which has been engaged in
almost all major GL research projects, offers

a better opportunity for GL to make an entry
point in the Portuguese community in the
region. A field office in this country can serve
the purpose of engaging both Angola and
Mozambique, and through these two
countries GL can make a sound presence in
the world-wide Portuguese community of
over 250 million people.

As the demand for GL support is growing in
the region and in the two
Portuguese speaking
countries, in particular
Mozambique, where the
major  publ ic  h igher
education institutions have
shown commitment to
carry out activities toward
bringing gender into their
curriculum and policies,
and have also indicated the
need for GL’s support in
this process, it is time for
GL to contemplate the
possibility of strategically
positioning itself in these
countries by establishing a
field office in Mozambique,
and through this country
reach out to Angola. By
doing so GL would have
achieved a milestone in
raising its profile as regional
organisation and transcend
a l l  geog raph i c  and
language barriers.

Mevasse Sibia, Danny Glenwright, Mukayi Makaya, Colleen Lowe Morna, Eduardo Namburete, Sikhonzile Ndlovu at the opening of the Mozambique office.  Photo: Gender Links



Our first five year organisational evaluation
made a strong plea for donors to pool their
resources and offer GL basket funding against
our three year strategy and annual plan. This
has been the mantra for some time now. In
our first few years we worked with over 25
donors, with grants ranging from $1000  to
several thousand dollars a year. Each of these
grants requires just about as much admini-
stration and reporting, no matter how big
or small. We have since been able to attract
two key bilateral donors, DANIDA, through
the Women in Africa Fund, and DFID through
the Governance and Transparency Fund.
These resources account for the substantial
growth of GL over the last three years (see
next section). But no donor yet has been
willing to go into a basket funding arrange-
ment. Rather than wait for that to happen,
GL has become adept at piecing together
project funding. I am frequently asked
whether we are donor driven. I respond that
no one can drive your car if you are firmly
in the driver’s seat!

More bang for the buck

I smile when I hear our donors hammer
home the message on Value for Money. The
Americans call it more bang for the buck ,
a popular saying around GL. Here are some
of the ways we have done that:

Administrative costs:  Administrative costs
are kept to strictly 7% or less of the total
budget through:

Purchase of two adjoining houses with
office rights using money obtained from
reclaiming VAT as permitted for NGOs
that pass the South African Revenue
Service’s rigorous audits. This eliminates
no rent costs. GL has added a conference
wing periodically rented out to partners
to offset maintenance costs. A guest wing
reduces accommodation costs. For

example, two independent evaluators
conducting a month-long review of the
organisation stayed in the house.
Partnerships with local government
associations that have resulted in office
space being provided free or at reduced
cost in four GL field/satellite offices.
Monthly monitoring that includes
telephone print outs, Internet usage charts
and a car log book. Use of email, cyber
dialogues and skype reduce communi-
cation costs.
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The elusive basket

Meeting of GL donors in Copenhagen facilitated by DANIDA.  Photo: Gender Links
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Economy in purchase of programme
outputs:

Three quotations are obtained for all
purchases and tenders put out for larger
procurements.
Quantity discounts are negotiated with
hotels and airlines for big events and
workshops.
GL saves thousands annually through in-
kind logistic support. For example in
Mauritius the Media Trust, and in DRC,
PANOS provide conference facilities free
of charge. All workplace activities (e.g.
gender policies and action plans in 100
newsrooms and 100 local councils) are
conducted on-site at no cost. This also
enhances ownership and application.

Taking messages home  is both cost
effective and  politically savvy:

For example GL handed over the SADC 2010
Gender Protocol Barometer to the SADC
Executive Secretary at a high profile function
in SADC House, Gaborone on 25 October
2010 at no cost but with great publicity and
mileage to the Alliance.

GL has recently employed a logistics and
marketing coordinator to compile a data-
base of services and service providers, and
to source cheap tickets online.
Through its regular donor forums, GL has
succeeded in getting all but one donor to
align their reports to the GL financial year
so that one overall audit can be performed
annually. Getting donors to collaborate in
five yearly institutional and programme

evaluations based on the DAC guidelines
yields greater depth; cost savings and
synergies.
Staff rules require that every GL
functionary carry at least 12kg of
publications when they travel: this has
ensured efficient, hand to hand distribution
of publications.

Rates of return and cost effectiveness:
A cost benefit analysis is conducted for all
fixed assets to determine the cost
effectiveness of buying versus renting.
New staff posts are assessed against the
costs (and benefits) outsourcing. GL has
a database of over 100 experts and
organisations in the region. Human
resource costs are split about 2:1 staff
versus consultants/associates/partners.
Quarterly plans and calendars are used for
identifying possibilities for dovetailing
events so as to cut travel and venue costs
and maximise synergies. For example, GL
launched the Zimbabwe Centres of
Excellence for Local Government training
manual together with the SADC Gender
Protocol 2010 Barometer, making the link
between local, regional and international
(MDG 3).

Appropriate financial management
systems:

Duties are strictly segregated. Staff raise
requisitions; the finance assistant processes
payments; the finance officer performs a
first check; and finance manager the second
check.

All payments require two signatures (the
Executive Director, Deputy Director and a
senior manager other than the finance
manager are signatories to the account).
All transactions are recorded by donor in
Pastel. Bank reconciliations are done
monthly; checked by the finance manager
who prepares management reports.

Robust financial accountability and
auditing arrangements:

The internal auditor checks the accounting
reports versus the accounting records once
a month.
The Executive Director, Director of
Programmes and Finance Manager meet
monthly to review expenditure on all
budget lines. The variances are analysed
and rectified.
An independent external audit is conducted
annually.

“Colleen also had that ability to make GL
accountable: showing very clear, concrete and
realistic plans. Every year she would force us to
do the planning: to say this is where we are
going, this is how, and once we have done that,
to report. This is what we have done, these are
the resources we have used and these are the
results. The monitoring and evaluation was not
strong in the beginning. But as an organisation,
we were evaluating ourselves. Looking back we
may have been too harsh on ourselves
sometimes. As a board, we were harsh on
Colleen, and also harsh on ourselves. We
expected a lot of Colleen, and she has never let
us down.”  - Thenjiwe Mtintso
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Managing change

Who moved my cheese? by Spencer Johnson
is popular reading at GL. We have come to
know the mice and how they responded to
change: those that wanted the cheese never
to move; those who moved with the cheese
and those who sniffed ahead and moved
before the cheese! No day is ever the same
at GL. The three photos tell a story about
change: the constant movement and growth.

Table 1.3 (overleaf) tells the story in numbers:
the budget and staff have tripled; number
of offices increased tenfold; number of people
at GL events increased twentyfold. GL is
starting to generate some of its own income,
through the buildings it has purchased,
consultancy services, and the Gender Links
training institute. Change is exhilarating, but
it is also demanding. When the going gets
tough, the tough get going or they find it

too much and opt for other courses. The
management challenge is to keep enough
people on the same track to see the journey
through. It is no simple balancing act.

People power

As this book will show, behind GL are its ten
Board members; the 57 staff who have come
and gone, some still with us; the 87 associates
and consultants; and the nearly 50 000
beneficiaries. These people are the foot
soldiers of the cause, the heart and soul of
Gender Links. Not all have gone the distance.
Some staff have found the standards and
demands too high, or they have moved on
for personal or professional reasons. But we
also have many examples (see Chapter three)
of staff who have grown tremendously; found
themselves and their potential.

Thenjiwe Mtintso reflects: It must be said
that an organisation like Gender Links can
either build or destroy. I kept saying let us
not squander our human resources - though
if staff think they are being squandered now,
they should have seen us in those formative
years. It is important, what GL is doing now
- the wellness. Wellness is very important.
We don’t have a lot of resources, but the
resources are our personnel. I am so happy
as a founding member, to have seen so many
young people walking through the doors of
Gender Links, and some of them still write
to say where they are and what they are
doing. At times young people get angry, they
think they are not being treated well. It is
only after they leave that they realise that
Gender Links was right. You know normally
NGOs are very laissez faire, so employees
there are not expecting much work. At
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Gender Links we run a very tight ship.
Business is business. Everybody has a clear
job description and a clear performance
agreement and of course sometimes we
stretch further above the agreement, but
there is an appraisal. Many staffers before
felt that the appraisal was harsh. I always
feel it is better however to be harsh on
ourselves, than it is to be lenient.

Thenjiwe Mtintso: We started basically
with what is gender, what is sex. We took on
the media, we had to avoid the jargon and
coin new terms. And we trained them -
because they would not change the article,

they would just put red pen marks on the
paper. I am proud of where we are. The ability
of Gender Links to produce toolkits is great.
The best thing we have been able to do is
to publish these tool kits. The other day I
went to visit my niece at her place of work,
and there was our tool kit. It was dated, but
it was ours.

 Lessons learned

Currently a three year (2010-2013)
strategic plan is in place and a frame-
work is being established for five year
strategic plan.
It has become an integral part of GL’s
ideology.

Ten.

36 full time and 14 part time/interns/
volunteers = 50.
77
R 27.6 million
13
R 3 136 572.00
34% of total local income

Training is being institutionalised through
accreditation and its functions to be
continuously visible.
20 515

Selected KPIs Comments

Table 1.3: GL growth 2005/2006 to 2010/2011

Strategic positioning and
planning

SADC Gender Protocol

No. of countries GL
operational
No of staff

Partners
Budget
Donor diversification
Local income generated
Institutional consultancy

Training

Number of participants

Every two years - the focus was on
strengthening the media.

Was not signed in 2006 and GL focus
was on limited aspects of the
instrument then.

One.

Ten full-time and two part-time = 12.

40
R 5.7 million
15
None
None, because it was not quantified in
the previous evaluation report.
GL ran non-accredited training.

1 646

The organisation is converting its current three year plan, 2010
to 2013 to a five year plan, 2010 to 2015, incorporating the
recommendations of this evaluation.

GL’s organisational efforts and activities revolve around the
SADC Gender Protocol because they complement each other
and GL has been facilitating its adoption and ratification behind
the scene.
Satellite and field offices.

 A four fold increase in staff.

Nearly double.
381% increased.
Three bilateral donors, providing multi year funding.
10% of the total budget.
A new development.

Training is going to contribute to GL’s work in two significant
areas 1) impact of GL service on beneficiaries 2) as a source of
revenue generating to support sustainability.
The number of participants in GL activities in any given year
has grown twenty fold over the five years.

In 2005/6 In 2010/11
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Ruth Ayisi: Gender Links taught me how to
make the issue of gender  engaging, lively
and relevant to both men and women from
all backgrounds.  It was not just a workshop
of talking heads; we devoted an entire day
to field work which resulted in our producing
an informative supplement, with moving
stories, for a local newspaper; it was a strategy
I would repeat again when I was facilitating
workshops, not just for Gender Links, but
also for organisations that focused
specifically on HIV and AIDS and malaria.

Pat Made: I have met amazing women on
my journey in GL who are at the top of their
game working on issues of gender justice,

gender governance and women’s human
rights. Keabonye Ntsabane in Botswana, Loga
Virahsawmy of Mauritius and Sarry Xoagus-
Eises of Namibia, among many others, have
taught me that a woman with will  and a

vision  for herself can indeed climb a crystal
staircase to her dream even amid trials and
tribulations; a lesson no book can tell as
good as the evidence of the life stories of
these women.

I have met men and women in the media
on this journey who are committed to media
that is democratic and just; where freedom
of expression for women and men is integral
to a free and independent media; and where

the media is always conscious of ’doing no
harm’. And, my belief that training is one of
the keys to media professionalism and change
has been enhanced by the women and men
students I have met in media training
institutions  who show a eagerness to learn
how to be the best that they can be when
they finally enter the media sector.

All of these audiences I have met on my GL
train journey; a journey where I have found
many women and men committed to a
future of equality, justice and peace for not
just some, but for everyone. While my own
research, writing, training and editing skills
have strengthened because of my association
and work with GL, it is the social capital that
I have built along the way that is the greatest
treasure I’ve gleaned from my GL journey.

Loga Virahsawmy: My experience at
Gender Links has been so rich, meeting so
many great people and great minds, learning
so much that I will never stop counting my
blessings. It is true that I am the oldest one
at Gender Links but I am still growing and
still learning. It has been a long and fruitful
journey.

Home truths

This book is full of much of the formal
learning that GL has gained through its
monitoring, evaluation and reflection. For
me, the last ten years have largely been
about affirming the home grown wisdom
passed down by my parents, that I have only

Singing to the same tune.  Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna



grown to appreciate in later years. Last year
I celebrated by 50th birthday by walking the
100 mile South Down Way from Winchester
to Eastbourne in the UK. I   took some time
to reflect on the lives of two white South
Africans who rebelled against the system
they were born into; found themselves in a
remote corner of South East Zimbabwe in
the tumultuous years of liberation struggle:
mobilising communities, fighting for justice,
being deported to Botswana, returning after
independence in 1980 and eventually both
losing their fight to cancer.

Getting out of the box: My father, John
Lowe, taught me never to look for obvious
answers. A scientist, dreamer, philosopher,
teacher and singer, he dared to vision a
different kind of Southern Africa long before
it came to happen. He challenged norms and
hated straight jackets. He loved to walk and
would often disappear for many days on his
own into the mountains where we grew up.
Every time I feel I am at the end of the road
I hear him say: get out of the box.  It is a
phrase I use often at work. Yes we have
deadlines, and deliverables and reports must

be done, and every donor has its own
format. But within that there is so much
scope for innovation.

Perhaps one of the greatest marks of
GL’s achievements is the whole new
vocabulary that we have created: 365
Day workshops, Business Unusual
ventures, cyber dialogues, and I  Stories
to name a few. I smile when I hear CNN
inviting I  Stories as citizen journalism
takes the world by storm.  I am very
sure that it is the then editor of the GL
Opinion and Commentary Service Jan
Moolman who invented that term, not
CNN! Today, there are so many ventures
promoting gender equality in and
through the media  and seeking a region
in which women and men are equal in
both their private and public lives.
Whether they credit Gender Links or
not, this is our out of the box  thinking,
and that will always be our largest
footprint.

Getting your ducks in a row: The trick I
learned from my mother Joy Lowe is that
very soon after you get out of the box you
need to get your ducks in a row. The first
and at the time only woman maths student
at the then University of Natal, my mother
was a master planner, mobiliser and
logistician. Each day she had a master
checklist accompanied by several detailed
sub lists all held together with a clothes peg.
She arranged her spices in alphabetic order
(cinnamon, coriander, cumin, curry and so
forth) and did not take kindly to these being
disordered! All I know about good systems
I learned from my mother.  A place for
everything, and everything in its place,  she
used to say. How simple, yet how seldom is
this little home truth practised!

Common sense that is not always so
common! My mum had a favourite story
about how my brother used to love bathing
when he was a baby. One day when he was
fretting she asked our housekeeper to put
the baby in the bath.  Minutes later she
heard him howling even louder and went to
find out why. The baby was in the bath with
no bath water! It s one thing to throw away
the baby with the bath water, another to
have no bath water at all!

The more we have introduced a web of
systems, Monitoring and Evaluation tools,
the more it strikes me that it is really just
the simple things that make a difference,
like E Mail headers; giving directions to
venues; correct addresses and contact

36



37

numbers; data bases for all the things we do
so that we do not need to keep reinventing
these. Sensible? Of course! Common? No!

Damned if you do, damned if you don’t:
An academic who spent some time studying
GL summed up the dilemma of an NGO
such as ours as being the creative tension
between being an activist NGO that needs
to deliver or die, publish or perish, but at the
same time be spontaneous, responsive, able
and willing to be flexible (managerialism
versus activisim). The media sees us as being
radical; many of our feminist friends say that
we are not radical enough. Evaluators would
like to see more men involved in GL work
(we aim and usually achieve about 30%
among our beneficiaries). Some feminists
say this is a cop out: why should we make
overtures to men? We have tried to work
through smart partnerships with other NGOs;
some say this is empowering; others say we
are domineering. My father was fond of
saying, damned if you do, damned if you
don’t ; I find that so true of every day in a
manager s life. You offer support, you are
micro-managing. You pull back, the work
does not get done and then it becomes your
headache anyway. So life becomes one long
series of negotiating fine lines. Sometimes
we get them right; other times we get them
so wrong. But then, as my mother would
have said, you live and learn.

If you fail to plan, you plan to fail: This is
another of Mum’s several pieces of wisdom

that has carried into my work space. Over
time we have tried it all: one year planning,
three year planning, five year planning,
quarterly plans, monthly plans, bimonthly
reports and plans, weekly and even daily
plans. She stands over my shoulder every
Sunday as I vision my week  and every
morning as I vision my day.

Life is what happens while you are
planning the next move: Yet even as we
plan, it remains so important to be open to
the  unp lanned : the  unexpected
consequences  as DFID might say. As the
writing and editing team for this book
retreated to the Cottages to work on our
manuscript for example, we learned that this
favourite GL hideaway and training centre
was on sale at a bargain price. Within a week
the GL decision-making machinery had gone
into swing and GL is now the proud owner
of a retreat centre that will contribute to
sustainability, especially since we became
accredited as a training institution.

Do what you can, can what you can’t: So
much to do, so little time! Whoever said that
must have had GL in mind. As I write this on
17 March 2011, GL’s actual tenth birthday,
my mind is racing. I am catching a flight to
Maputo in a few hours to open our new
Lusophone office. We are racing the deadline
to get the book out before the big party on
30 March. The auditors are starting their
annual audit today. We have the second
Gender Justice and Local Government

Summit coming up. There is a Board meeting,
an Alliance meeting, the Cottages to be
managed. I hear Joy Lowe saying: do what
you can and can what you can’t.  It’s a
comforting thought. Then again, as I recall
and reminisce, I try to think of any time she
put something she wanted to do into a can
and I can’t think of any!

Maybe in 2015 we will have gender equality
and we can all hang up our boots (I tell my
daughters that mine is a rare kind of job in
which you work to work your way out of a
job). I have a sneaking feeling though that
come 2015 GL will still need to be around,
being a yes we can  kind of organisation,
and soldiering on!

Aluta continua!!

“Lastly, I would like to see GL not only sustaining
where it is at, which is very critical- but going
further up. The thing about success is it that it
is dangerous, you cannot afford to go lower.
When you climb a mountain - and you can ask
Colleen, she is the climber of mountains - you
never get to the top. At the last board meeting
we were flying, we believed we could fly and
we flew. And that's the thing about Gender
Links, we have to keep going. Where is the top
for gender? And when can we say we have
achieved gender equality?”    - Thenjiwe Mtintso


