


Fact box
• GL has produced 720 opinion and

commentary articles, 119 research
publications, 23 training manuals, 18
periodicals, 12 conference newspapers, 183
fact sheets, eight radio programmes and
eight institutional videos. Gender Links articles
have appeared in the opinion pages of SADC
media at least 2 517 times. Since GL started
keeping media statistics in 2005, it has been
mentioned in the news 1 308 times.

• Hundreds of thousands of beneficiaries
have been reached through various GL
publications and productions in Africa and
beyond.

• These women and men have been
introduced to ideas and discussions they
would not have otherwise had access to,
including on sensitive subjects such as HIV
and AIDS, gender-based violence, sexual
orientation, incest and abortion.

• Over the next five years GL will continue
to produce articles and publications in
English, French, Portuguese and indigenous
languages, ensuring that women's voices
increase to at least 30% in all SADC media
and in all SADC countries.
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Mukayi  Makaya marketing Gender Links
publications at the UN Beijing Plus Fifteen
meeting in February 2010.

   Photo by Colleen Lowe Morna

“I think opinions of all women should be
considered, not only opinions of educated
and businesswomen. Women should also
criticise themselves where they have
shortcomings and recognise efforts by men
who believe in the power of women. Men and
women have their strengths and weaknesses.
The issue is to focus on how to convert the
weaknesses of both men and women into
strengths”

- Moses Mlangeni, SABC Radio

Ripple effects: Media and communications
By Danny Glenwright and Mona Hakimi

Chapter 11Chapter 11
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When I1 first met Mariama Kandeh she was
a novice reporter in her early 20s. One of
two female journalists in a newsroom
dominated by men, Mariama somehow
managed to stand out despite this position,
mostly because she was a great writer. It
was 2007 in Freetown, Sierra Leone and the
country was just about to hold its first
elections since coming out of 12 years of
one of West Africa's longest and bloodiest
civil wars.

The Concord Times news team was made up
of about 12 reporters who all shared two
computers. The generator was only active
for one or two hours each day, so there was
always a queue to get on before the power

went out. There was no internet. We chatted
while waiting to type our stories, mostly
about the news of the day, political intrigues
and typical newsroom gossip.

I was in Freetown to train journalists how
to report on human rights issues during an
election.  Most journalists in the country had
never had formal training in a country which
had been dysfunctional for more than a
decade. Many of my trainees had barely been
to school.

Mariama and I became fast friends because
she was passionate about human rights
issues, especially women's rights. She had
lived through the war and seen firsthand
some of the most horrible crimes carried out
on her country's women: rape, amputation
of limbs and sexual slavery were all common.
She was also interested in writing about
some of the traditional and cultural wrongs
committed against women, war or no war.
Working together we wrote stories about
maternal and reproductive health, female
genital mutilation and the scourge of rape
and gender-based violence. I watched both
her writing and her confidence improve over
the eight months I worked at Concord Times
and when I left I felt secure I'd had an impact
and made some difference: something those
of us who work in international development
strive hard for but so often find elusive.

Just before I left Concord Times the newsroom
got hooked up to the internet for the first
time. I remember showing Mariama the

Gender Links website and telling her it would
help with research for future stories about
gender issues.  It did.  She emailed me a year
later and said she had used the site
extensively, including in her university
application, which was successful. She was
moving to London to study and was elated.

When I got the job of editor at Gender Links
in 2010, Mariama was one of the first people
I emailed. She jumped at the chance to write
for the Opinion and Commentary Service
and her story about Naomi Campbell's
testimony at Charles Taylor's trial in The
Hague was one of the first I published as
editor.

“As a young girl growing up during the
gruesome civil war, the fear of being raped
by a group of armed men was far greater
than the fear of death,” wrote Mariama. “Had
Campbell, a black super model who is
apparently a role model for many women
thought of this, I wonder if she would have
minded the people she had dealings with.”
Mariama's commentary was popular and
poignant.  It was picked up by South Africa's
City Press and also widely published
throughout the region. It was a fresh
perspective on an issue which was
dominating the news. This is also the tagline
of the Gender Links Opinion and
Commentary Service: Fresh views on everyday
news.

I think Mariama's story helped me start off
on the right foot at Gender Links and for1 Danny Glenwright is Editor and Communications Manager

at Gender Links

Danny Glenwright in Kono, Sierra Leone in 2008.
Photo: Kim Brunhuber
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her, I think it was the opportunity she needed
to move beyond a Concord Times star
reporter to become an international
journalist. She could now look to Gender
Links not only as a place to find research but
also as a platform where she could express
her opinions to a wider audience.
Since that first article in July 2010, Mariama
has written several pieces for the
commentary service, ensuring a wider variety
of articles and increasing the reach of Gender
Links to incorporate a new writer, and new
stories, from West Africa.

This chapter is called ripple effects because
of stories like this. One person has an idea
and it spreads and ripples, washing over new
people and places and bringing new voices
into the conversation. For if communications
and media are about anything, they are
about starting conversations and growing
them to encompass as many voices and
views as possible. The chapter covers the
many ways Gender Links works to make
bigger ripples in Southern Africa and beyond,
leveraging its programme work through the
media and publications.

“I first came to know
about Gender Links
through Danny Glen-
wright. One day he gave
me a list of websites
where I could get story

and commentary ideas as well as other
necessary information. GL was on the list.
I was specifically interested in GL as I
believed it was going to strengthen my
commentaries on gender issues in my
column “Gender Watch”. Since that day I
became a constant visitor to the website.

Sometime in 2010 I received an email
message from Danny stating that he had
got a new job with GL and welcomed
anyone who'd like to contribute to GL's
commentary service. I was so excited as

I've always admired and been inspired by
GL's commentaries and with Danny steering
the ship; it was a fantastic opportunity that
I was to grab with every effort.

It is an amazing opportunity for me to get
a wider readership of my articles through
GL. That thought alone has been an
inspiration. It's been an honour to have
people making reference to my articles from
different parts of the world. The feeling I
have knowing my writings are being
appreciated is amazing and I owe it to GL
for the opportunity. Growing up in a society
where women were to be seen and not
heard, I had a burning desire to help in
killing that myth. I don't think there could
be any better way of doing so than my
writings at GL. Its like a dream-come-true”.

 -  Mariama Kandeh

 As an organisation rooted in media, GL sees
the media as both a tool and a site for
transformation. While we work to transform
gender relations in and through the media,
we also see the media as a means for getting
our message out. This is done through the
Opinion and Commentary Service, as well
as being accessible to the media, ensuring
that media come to and cover all key GL
events, producing daily newspapers at major
conferences and leveraging all our work
through new media (see Chapter Ten).

In February 2011 alone more than 20 000
people opened an opinion and commentary
story on the GL website. If even half those
readers took something away from those
articles, there has been a huge impact.  The
Service has often sparked intense debate,
propelling Gender Links onto the pages and
television screens of the region's media and
into the airwaves. This chapter will also look
at how Gender Links has featured in the
media over the years and how this has been
used to leverage the organisational brand
and raise awareness about the work we do.

This will be followed by a glance at some of
the many publications Gender Links has
produced in the past decade. If there is one
thing which underscores the depth and
seriousness of GL's outreach work, it is the
organisation's ability to produce informative,
educational, groundbreaking publications.
Just as one commentary can have an impact
on a personal level, GL's publications have
made an impact at even higher levels,

What Gender Links means for me as a writer
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of, the number could be considerably
higher. For example, with the advent of new
media and through our improved tracking,
we found that stories in February 2011 had
been used an average of 19 times! In short,
the ripple effects of these stories are
incalculable.

influencing policies, academic research and
even international protocols.

Gender Links decided to start a new
conversation in 2004 after the findings of
one of its most important and substantial
research reports: The Gender and Media
Baseline Study (GMBS).  The study found
that the voices of women were missing from
much of the region's media, especially when
it came to speaking on issues of substance.
The idea was to intervene in the region's
opinion pages. If Gender Links could not
create news or change the way all journalists
reported (at least right away), it could
certainly express opinions.  Thus began the
Opinion and Commentary Service.

Table 11.1 shows that since its inception in
2004, the Opinion and Commentary Service
has produced at least 10 articles every month
and a total of 720 articles over the period.

These stories have been re-published in
the region's media an average of 3.5 times
per story. This means Gender Links articles
have appeared in the opinion pages of
SADC media at least 2 517 times.  As these
statistics are based on the number of times
articles are republished that we are aware

Polytechnic of Namibia's Emily Brown launches a Gender Links
publication at the 2010 Gender and Media Summit.
 Photo: Jennifer Elle Lewis

No of stories
No of times used
Average usage

126
328
2.6

2005/2006

Table 11.1 Opinion and commentary articles and usage (2005-2011)

103
309

3

2006/2007

128
525
4.1

2007/2008

104
364
3.5

2008/2009

116
348

3

2009/2010

143
644
4.5

2010/2011 Total

720
2517
3.5

Figure 11.1: GL Opinion and Commentary Service by country
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The Francophone service
One of the ways Gender Links was able to
highlight the region's diversity to a wider
audience was in creating the Francophone
Opinion and Commentary Service in 2009
to cover DRC, Madagascar, Mauritius and
Seychelles from GL's Francophone base in
Mauritius.

Figure 11.1 shows that approximately one
third of the stories generated have
originated from South Africa with regional
stories about Africa or the SADC region close
behind.  Stories from Zimbabwe and
Mauritius have also increased in number over
the years.

Regional diversity
The Gender Links Opinion and
Commentary Service
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By Marie-Annick Savripène (Francophone
editor)

The Gender Links Francophone Commentary
Service began after a training session at the
Gender Links Head Office in Johannesburg
in mid-February 2009. A group of journalists
from DRC, Mauritius and Madagascar had
been invited to attend but due to a
m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g  b e t w e e n  t h e
administration and the journalists from
Malagasy, the latter could not attend.
Nevertheless, the training went on with a
couple of journalists from Mauritius and
from DRC.

Fifteen days later we attended the
Commission on the Status of Women
conference in New York and managed to
publish some pre-commissioned stories in
the newspaper Gender Links was publishing
during that week. Since then and up till now,
the service, which has produced more than
250 commentaries, has followed a jagged
route.

The average publication usage for each story
ranges from two to three: the most faithful
newspapers publishing all of GL's stories are
La Voix Kreol and Le Quotidien in Mauritius
and L'Observateur in DRC.

We have tried sending stories to all
newspapers in Mauritius and to those with
whom we had worked in DRC and
Madagascar. But in Mauritius, most news-

papers will only publish stories written by
their journalists.

We do have some best-seller writers, like
Jimmy Jean-Louis, who managed to publish
his article on bird flu in four newspapers in
August 2009, namely in La Voix Kreol, Le
Quotidien, IPS, and the Swiss agency
Médiatropiques . His article on the
feminisation of drug trafficking encountered
the same success, being published in the
same four publications.

Colleen Lowe-Morna's translated article
about Caster Semenya was published in
Samedi Plus, Le Mauricien and La Voix Kreol
in August 2009.  Her article on the impact
of “I” Stories in December 2009 and another
about polygamy, promiscuity and leadership
were also very popular.

But our top best-seller remains Loga
Virahsawmy, Director of GL's Francophone
office. The average usage of her articles is
three but some of her stories have
been published up to five times.

In DRC, even though Gender Links has
facilitated training on the commentary service,
it is usually the same writers who work with
us. We have encountered some bad luck there
too. One of our most regular writers, Urbain
Saka-Saka Sakwe, whose articles were
appreciated by newspapers in Mauritius, by
IPS and in DRC, died in August 2010.

We did get some new authors after Loga
conducted training in August 2010: Sylvestre
Nyota from the newspaper Le Phare is one
of them.

I believe there is a special issue in this country
and it is related to poverty.  During training,
journalists from DRC have informed us that

Marie-Annick Savripène at the 2010 GEM Summit.  Photo: Gender Links

The Gender Links French Commentary Service: a jagged route
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close contact, but it has never published our
stories. The consultant there recently told
me that the newspaper does not publish
these kinds of stories.

We did try to attract authors other than
journalists and even had a training workshop
with women politicians and professionals in
Mauritius. Just after the training in 2009
these women were all very enthusiastic to
write. However, we never received a
commentary from any of them. This can be
attributed to lack of time but I personally
think that gender not being on the political
agenda means they might have to be critical
towards the authorities and there is a fear
to displease these authorities.

I  have also tried sending French
commentaries to French newspapers like
Libération, Le Monde, Le Parisien and the on-
line Rue89 but only the latter responded.
And this was because the editor was looking
for contacts as he wanted African writers.
But he never published the articles sent to
him.

Is it a question of poor quality writing?  I do
not think so. I think that each newspaper or
media has its own rules. Most of them are
looking for very newsy stories and they feel
that gender is not newsy.

I believe, for instance, that when Fanja
Razafimahatratra wrote about Mauritian
domestic workers being abused and killed in
Lebanon, her commentary was published

widely because the story was at the top of
the news at the time.

And then, as we all know in journalism
training, there is that thing called “the
kilometre law”, meaning that newspapers
publish stories mostly about those
occurrences which happen nearby. The farther
you go, the less interesting stories will be.

The good news is that with the help of English
editor Danny Glenwright, all of the French
service stories are now being published on
allafrica.com. The IPS French editor also
regularly publishes our stories.

The bad news is that our most regular
publisher in Mauritius, La Voix Kreol, has lost
its owner and the newspaper has recently
closed down. I do hope that we shall find
other outlets.

On a personal note, I love interacting with
authors and animating the service. It is very
interesting to know what is going on in terms
of gender in all of these countries and liaise
with the authors. Apart from the friendship
we have developed, I have seen them grow
in terms of their writing skills and it is a real
pleasure for me when IPS, allafrica.com or
any mainstream newspaper publishes their
commentaries.

Despite the challenges and setbacks of this
jagged journey, it is a very gratifying
experience for me to be editor for the French
commentary service of Gender Links.

even to write articles and get them published
in their own newspapers, their bosses
encourage them to ask for money. It is
different at L'Observateur because Blandine
Lusimana, the editor, who is also an author
for the service, keeps on pushing her own
way.

In Madagascar it is yet another story. The
Madagascar Tribune publishes the stories it
receives but it is not often that it sends the
scanned articles, even though we do send
reminders. This makes tracking difficult.

We have sent articles to l'express de
Madagascar, with whom Gender Links has

Journalists in Madagascar. Photo: Gender Links
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Mercedes Sayagues, a Knight Fellow based
in Maputo, and GL Board Member Eduardo
Namburete helped to launch the Lusophone
Opinion and Commentary Service in March
2011. The first commentary published by
Mozambican writer Gilberto Macuacua
concerned the “corrective” rape of lesbians
in Southern Africa. A series of articles on
reproductive health issues followed.  The
hope is that the Lusophone Service will grow
and expand to cover both Mozambique and
Angola, publishing stories relevant to Africa's
Portuguese-speaking countries.

Through the Opinion and Commentary
Service GL has been able to establish long-
running and collaborative relationships with
media houses and editors throughout the
region. In 2010, the commentary service
began exclusively selling articles to select
South African media houses in an
effort to recover some costs and
ensure long-term sustainability. Over
a short time many editors and media
professionals have come to see the
Service as a place they could
come for quality content.

One such relationship has grown
with South Africa's Cape Times, one
of the leading English language
dailies in the country for most of
its 135-year history. The paper is
what Assistant Editor Tony Weaver calls the
“standard bearer of liberal and progressive

The Lusophone service
The 2010 Gender and Media Progress Study
(GMPS) found that women sources in the
news in Mozambique regressed from 15%
to 14% over seven years. Because of this,
Gender Links decided to launch yet another
Opinion and Commentary Service, but this
time in Portuguese.

thinking, whether in opposing direct colonial
rule of the Cape from London in the 19th
and early 20th century, or being a fierce
opponent to the apartheid regime.”

Weaver, who regularly publishes Gender Links
articles on his opinion pages, notes that GL
stories are especially appreciated by his
paper's readers. “The commentary service
provided by Gender Links is invaluable to
the Cape Times, and is a perfect fit with our
editorial outlook.”

In late 2010 GL created a partnership with
allafrica.com, and all French and English GL
commentaries are now published on the
popular site. Managing editor John Allen has
said “we're very pleased to have Gender Links
material on our website.” Other regular users
of GL commentaries include Pambazuka,
Women 24 online, South Africa's Mail and
Guardian, IQ4News online and many others.

Gender Links commen-
taries are also used by a
much more diverse
cross-section of people,
from academics to
activists. Zoe Titus,
Regional Programme
Manager at the Media
Institute of Southern
Africa (MISA) Regional
Secretariat in Namibia,
noted: “The commentary
Service is informative

and particularly useful as a tool for
discussions and training.”

Jimmy Jean-Louis, one of the Francophone
Service's most prolific writers, has said the
French articles have been a great addition
to the opinion pages of his Mauritian
newspaper. “Besides contributing to the
Opinion and Commentary Service, I see to
it that La Voix Kreol publishes the views of
francophone and recently English writers
in every weekly addition,” he said. “These
pages are kept alive, even in times of
economic turmoil.”

Mercedes Sayagues (left) and Magda Burity at an opinion and commentary
workshop in Maputo. Photo: Danny Glenwright

“I was just preparing a presentation
for Thursday focusing on Danish
Development Assistance, Zambia and
gender, and at more or less the same
time, I received this mail from GL - I
have already copied the article
“Forced to farm for free”, which I will
distribute. Perfect timing!”
- E Mail from Toni Solveig Michelsen,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark

Institutional links
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Through GL's online tracking system, we are
able to get an idea of the multiple ways in
which the service is used (readers are asked
to fill in a simple form; they are also invited
to post comments). The following is a
selection of such comments, categorised into
different kinds of use:

Multimedia uses and republishing
• Stories read aloud on Malawi's MIJ FM

(Malawi) live broadcast programmes.
• Republishing e.g. Network of Women in

Media (India).

Research
• Research on topics where there is often

no other readily-available data (e.g. LGBTI
issues in the Northern Cape).

• Used in global online portals for gender
resources (e.g. www.engagingmen.net).

• Background research for theatre
productions about social issues (e.g.
LGBTI play in Botswana, Theatre for
Change in Malawi, devising a play on
human trafficking as part of a course in
London).

• International freelance journalists get
opinions from GL authors.

• Somebody writing a section about gender-
based violence in a school textbook.

• Research for Department of Justice and
Constitutional Development and
Commission for Gender Equality.

• Information will be used in compilation
of speeches, to be delivered by ANC MPL's,
in a House Debate, in the Western Cape
Provincial Parliament.”

Training
• Teacher training material e.g. a journalism

lecturer in Beijing wanted to teach students
about gender issues.

• Volunteer from the Women's Shelter in
Gaborone wanted help with counselling
she does at work.

Personal empowerment
• Personal change e.g. “I have a family

member in South Africa I believe is in an
abusive marriage. I am looking for
information to try and assist her in breaking
free from the marriage.”

• An 11-year-old read an article for
inspiration because she wants to start her
own NGO for women.

• University assignments/thesis citation for
students in diverse disciplines.

• A group of sex workers in Botswana read
an article to learn how to form their own
support group.

Multiplier effects

general public reached directly and indirectly
through the service, as well as those who
create the service - the writers and the
editors. The benefits include the engagement,

debate and movement for social change that
is created through a service such as this, as
well as the personal growth and development
of those involved.

The beneficiaries of the Opinion and
Commentary Service can be divided into the

Maabia Pea and Lineo Makhaola(front) at a 2011 opinion and commentary
workshop in Maseru. Photo: Danny Glenwright

Beneficiaries
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General public - information and
engagement

Presidential soap opera and Soccer
2010: more than just a game!,
9 June 2010
“Your articles are quite informative, I like
reading them, they enrich me personally.
Another reason is that I sometimes do not
get South African paper to read, with your
online postings it keeps me abreast with all
Gender issues.”

Southern Africa taking MDG-3 by the
horns, 27 September 2010
“I have always found the information I receive
from Gender Links very informative,
analytical, and evidence-based as information
come with statistics/figures, sharing
experiences of cases of African women, and
animating as it is information is presented
in a style that attracts readership.   As a
gender and human rights activist, I am using
the information to update myself in the area
of gender, feminism, human rights and
general development and by so doing
enhance my capacity to engage in
development discussions, debates and general
discourses.  The information and data serve
as my training material where applicable.
And as the current Head of the Gender
Training Institute, I am learning from Gender
Links data presentation style for marketing
and for publicising our institute. Lastly it is
fun and refreshing to read your articles.”

Figure 11.2 above illustrates the huge growth
in commentary website hits over just one
year.  In February 2010, there were 3 807
website visits to GL commentaries. One year
later, in February 2011, more than 20 000
visited the site.

Readers respond

The GL website is interactive and invites
comments. Below are some examples of
readers comments, reflecting the many ways
in which readers engage, debate, change their
minds, and make use of the service:

Women's lives to tell, not to exploit,
19 October 2010
“My main purpose for viewing this article is
to share it with the women and girls
(especially those of colour) and educate
them on issues of gender and the media
affecting women and girls around the globe.
 This will mainly be used as an ‘educational
tool’".

Mothers in-law out of order, 15 April 2010
“I am the Chairperson of Centre des Dames
Mourides which is affiliated to Media Watch
Organisation. We have a counselling unit
within our organisation. Very often, we receive
women whose marriages are nightmares
because of interference of in-laws.  We shall
use this article to share with others in the
organisation and see ways and means to
sensitise mother-in-laws on how they are
creating havoc in their sons' marriage. We
can use the article to show to the women
who come to us that in other parts of the
world, mother-in-laws are doing the same
thing. The issue is how to cope with this
situation.”

Sparking debate on difficult issues,
the Service has opened much-needed space
to discuss topics which were once taboo,
ensuring that the real and uncensored voices
and stories of women and men are never far
from the eyes and ears of SADC media
consumers.

Figure 11.3:  Most popular commentary
themes (2005-2011)
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Figure 11.3 provides a breakdown of themes covered by the service. Stories on gender violence (154)
top the list followed by “I” Stories (86); gender equality (74); HIV and AIDS (66) and media (53).
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• “I do hope that in real life the writer did
not have sex with her father for the first
time at 20 years. If so, are you mad?”
- Jan on 26 November, 2010.

• “This is truly 'comical' and I am not sure
what we are to believe as Bridget* did say
that she liked it at some point and needed
a father. The victim and abuser relations,
where the victim falls in love with abuser.
But here really! Women, can we be that
much of a dog world and have self pity
for this behaviour and actions-Please! Jan
has a point” - Glenda Muzenda on 26
November, 2010.

• “I wonder just how many of us seek to
find that love and acceptance from a
distant/ disapproving/disengaged parent
of either sex. Bridget's story must be
familiar to many of us, at least implicitly.
We all are neurologically wired to bond
and connect deeply with our primary
caretakers, our parents. When this intimate
bond is disrupted by the human
weaknesses (selfishness, incapacity for
love, narcissism, etc), the inner child will
CRAVE this ~ and all cravings are powerful
and often addictive. And, ultimately,
destructive. The father in this story has
two amazing daughters, both strong
enough to confront their own cravings and
those of their father. It is a story of hope,
ultimately, that this pain will not be passed
on to the next generation of their families.
It would be better if the world spent more

 “I” Stories or personal testimonies bring a
unique voice to issues which are often
difficult or sensitive. No recent “I” Story has
garnered a bigger response than the tale of
a woman who went by the pseudonym
Bridget and wrote about having sex with her
father. It ran during the 2010 16 Days
Campaign. Bridget's tale of incest elicited
hundreds of views and many comments.

The following comments have been copied
from the website:

• “First I want to congratulate the writer for
sharing her story this is an indication that
she sees that what her father did to her
was wrong and it is not her fault. Her
father knew how to how to make
vulnerable, he knew she loved him as daddy
and how much she wanted to have a
relationship with him he choose to make
her believe that's how father and daughter
related. There are many young girls out
there who are being lied to and can fall in
the hands of their father who can end up
raping them because they feel they are
loved. So your story will help them to
understand that they can talk to someone
about their fears and for the writer to
know it was never her fault that this had
happened to her. Let's protect our children,
sisters and all children by taking a stand
and report these cases even if perpetrators
are not arrested but people will know what
evil they have done” - Jabulile Mokale on
26 November, 2010.

$$$ teaching how to love well than on
competition or war” - Patty on 07 January,
2011.

• “This story is amazing I'm now 20 and I
went through the same thing just after
my 15th birthday and I only met my father
for the first time about 3 months before,
I have only ever told my best friend what
really happened and I'm trying to decide
if I should tell the police or not because
the situation is so different and I'm not
sure many people would understand and
the ignorance of Glenda and Jan just make
me not want to tell the police what my
father did“ - Jean on 18 February, 2011.

Other articles have been popular because
they highlighted issues at the same time as
Gender Links' research was catapulting them
onto the front pages. Sometimes the most
powerful stories are those which are critical
of the very media in which they are published.

When Gender Links recently released research
noting that more than three quarters of
South African men admitted to perpetrating
violence against women, the Service ran a
commentary about the problem of marital
rape. Long-time writer Arthur Okwemba
wrote that it was a divisive issue and a
concept many were not willing to
acknowledge, especially the media.
“Objectivity, significance and impact are no
longer values guiding decisions on what to
publish. This is why many gender-based
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violence stories fail to see the light of the
day,” he wrote. “When male reporters and
editors feel GBV stories touch on, or call into
question, their personal behaviours and
opinions, they become hostile to these
stories.”

Okwemba's article about marital rape also
saw plenty of website comments, with many
praising him for taking up the issue.

• “I am so grateful to you Arthur. In most
cases marital rape is not taken seriously
sometimes by both the victim/survivor as
well as the perpetrator. This is still a big
challenge to gender activists. We need to
pull up our socks!” Mackrine Shao-
Rumanyika on 20 January 2011

• “Grassroots training of journalists, while
they are still in college, should be intensified
and incorporated in their curriculum on
how to respond to such issues. This is a
serious matter for media in educating
society. Thanks Arthur for such a reminder
and an enlightening article.”

Social movements
The quest for gender equality is a movement
for social change. Articles distributed through
the commentary service can have
consequences way beyond the obvious, as
illustrated in the example below of an article
that promoted a Sunday sermon by an
Anglican bishop:

the court house to stop. As you
prepare to take office, she lives
in exile, unsafe in the land of
her birth because she dared to
take up a case against the “Big
Man.”

You are openly defensive about
having several wives (though I
doubt you would counte-nance
any one of them having several
husbands) and have not
espoused any coherent policy
on women's rights (or on many
other issues for that matter).

When ANC Youth League leader
Julius Malema calls Democratic Alliance (DA)
leader Helen Zille a “racist little girl” will you
reprimand him for sexism and racism, mindful
that it is highly unlikely that a male politician
in this country would ever be called a “racist
little boy”? Or will you just let that pass, as
you did the witch hunt outside the court
room?

Will you openly invite your rape accuser back
to reclaim her citizenship and offer her the
protection to which she is entitled? Will you
encourage the debate that has started since
your rise to power on whether polygamy is
a violation of a Constitution that has gender
equality as one of its cornerstones, regardless
of your personal position on the issue?

Preaching the gospel?

On the eve of President Jacob Zuma
assuming office in South Africa, GL Executive
Director Colleen Lowe Morna wrote an open
letter to the president published prominently
in the Mail and Guardian. It read in part:

“Dear President-elect Jacob Zuma: You start
with the cards stacked against you: A rape
case in which the judge failed to find
sufficient evidence to convict you but in
which you famously inferred that an HIV
positive woman who regarded you as a father,
dressed in a traditional wrap around skirt
was asking for sex; in which you said you
took a shower to prevent yourself getting
infected and a case in which you did nothing
to stop those baying for her blood outside
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If you are big enough to do all this, Mr
President, I am happy to take a seat at your
inauguration. For leadership is ultimately a
lot more than narrowly escaping this or that
court conviction. It is about how bigness is
used.”

The article elicited a wide range of on-line
response, positive and negative. One of the
most interesting responses came in the form
of a letter from Anglican Bishop Peter Lee
to GL say that the commentary had inspired
a Sunday sermon.

The following is an excerpt from the sermon:

“The ruling party has a very long and
honourable record for defending the dignity
of women and promoting the rights and the
role of women in our democracy. For that
reason we are about to get a woman premier
in Gauteng. But it is not about how many
women get to be premiers; it is about
continuing to foster a culture of respect for
women and driving back the tide of abuse.
We will never get a grip on HIV and AIDS in
this country until we stop the sexual abuse
of women by their husbands and boyfriends.
We talk about abstaining and being faithful
but that presupposes that women are free
to choose their own sexual partners and
activities; that is simply not the case. We
need to re-translate the ABC as 'abstain, be
faithful and cut out abuse'. As long as men
abuse their power to force women into sexual
activity, debating condoms is a waste of
time.”

Writers and editors

Figure 11.4:  Women and men
commentary writers (2007 - 2011)

% Women
% Men

35

65

Over 150 women and men have contributed
to the service (65% women and 35% men).
They receive a small honourarium for their
contribution. More important, they receive
on-line coaching and feedback from the
editor. Their stories get published in a wide
range of outlets and the feedback is shared
with them. The Opinion and Commentary
Service is one of GL's best examples of on-
the-job mentorship and training. The benefits
to those involved are best described in their
own words.

The first article I wrote for the
Gender Links Opinion and
Commentary Service was as a
wide-eyed 22-year-old university
student doing a year-long
internship with a Zimbabwean
AIDS service organisation.

I was raw, eager and energetic in
a way that only youth or passion
- or both - allow for. And I
definitely had both! My first article
was about bringing men on board
HIV prevention efforts and
entailed me conducting thought-
provoking interviews with some
extraordinary Zimbabweans; a

By Fungai Machirori

A winning formula - what GL means to me

Key benefits
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process that helped to nurture and expand
my gender consciousness.

When I started my internship, I was commonly
referred to as “Little Girl” or “Miss Fu” by my
workmates because of my shy and soft-spoken
demeanour.  I definitely admit to having been
a naïve young woman who only understood
certain concepts around femininity,
masculinity and culture from a theoretical
perspective.

Therefore, having the chance to write and
make sense of things for others helped me
also make sense of things for myself. And
having a platform such as the Opinion and
Commentary Service was completely vital
towards this process of enlightenment.

Firstly, I always had the support of a great
editor, Deborah Walter, who helped me fine-
tune ideas, threshing them out to get to the
heart of issues.  When I began to take a keen
interest in reporting about Zimbabwe's
Domestic Violence Bill (enacted into law in
2006), I knew I always had the support of
Gender Links in helping me to give voice to
emerging challenges and opportunities.

When I wrote about taboo topics like virginity
testing, abortion or sex work, I wrote with the
confidence and assurance that I had a forum

that appreciated alternative, critical and
constructive thought. I could therefore be
myself in my writing and advocate to the
loudest decibel my voice could be propelled
to.

It was this loudness that made Deborah Walter
(the previous editor), or Deb as I know her,
encourage me to consider applying for an
Africa-wide award for excellence in HIV and
AIDS communication back in 2007. Just turned
23 and still an intern, I remember asking her
how she thought I ever stood a chance of
winning as I had been writing for less than a
year and was, in many ways, still forming my
journalistic voice.

A few minutes later, an email appeared in my
inbox. Her response said words to the effect,
“That doesn't matter. You write with conviction
about the things you see and you write them
so well.”

I applied for that award. And I won it!
That award introduced me to the extraordinary
organisation, the African Network for Strategic
Communication in Health and Development
(AfriComNet) which coordinates it annually.
And through this introduction, I have been
privileged to work on many exciting HIV and
communication projects, as well as sit on
AfriComNet's Board of Directors since 2009.

I turn 27 this year. And I often wonder how
different things could have been for me if I
did not have such support around me to
nurture my writing and the expansion of my
world view.

 There's nothing I am more passionate about
than gender issues and there is nothing I am
more certain that I want to commit my life's
work towards. As a woman who bears
testimony to the simple truth that access to
education and other enabling social structures
(supportive family and professional units, for
instance) encourages growth beyond
imagination, I want to thank Gender Links for
helping me bloom over the last five years.

Today, I have at GL the constant support and
encouragement of their new editor, Danny
Glenwright, who always urges me to
interrogate my world anew and speak of what
I see and hear. That is me in a nutshell - the
little girl who grew because someone believed
that she could.

My hope is that Gender Links continues to
make other young women exceed their wildest
expectations and add their important voices
and insights to global discourse around
gendered hegemony and inequality. I am the
change and the voice of that change. And so
are you!

While 65% of commentary writers have
been women, the Service has also ensured
that the voices of men are heard. Arthur
Mwansa of Zambia's Daily Mail, a regular

contributor to the Opinion and Commentary
Service said: “My reporting has not only
improved but has contributed to how best
the media can report.”

Mozambican freelance journalist Fred
Katerere is a seasoned journalist who has
been writing for the service for several
years:
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This has also happened to some men who
shy away from speaking on issues they would
say are for women. Working with Gender
Links has helped in broadening my horizon
as a journalist to see how other media
workers across the SADC region treat issues
of women sourcing or report on issues such
as gender-based violence.

Through the reports posted on the Gender
Links website and stories from writers from
other countries I have learnt to understand
how gender issues are tackled throughout
the region.

Gender Links has been a wall-less classroom
which has equipped me with vast knowledge
on issues most people take for granted.

I think that as Gender Links celebrates its 10
years there is not only need for looking at
successes or failures but also at improving
the service to be more user-friendly and
incorporating as many people as possible.

Statistics on literacy rates from most
countries of the region indicate that more
than half of the population are not
conversant in the official languages of SADC;
Gender Links need to find a way to get its
messages through.

There is need to introduce services or
publications in indigenous languages in
order to widen the net of beneficiaries.

I have also written for Pan-African media
such as the France-based Africa Report,
Africa Confidential, Al Jazeera's English
service and Panos London, among others.
I started writing for the Gender Links
Opinion and Commentary Service in 2007.
Since then, apart from contributing to the
service, I have also contributed to the 16
Days of Activism, as well as the “I” Stories
publications.

After getting involved with Gender Links, I
got the urge to balance my sourcing on
grounds of gender. In the same way I learnt
to avoid sexist titles in my stories: such as
using spokesperson rather than spokesman
or spokeswoman; chairperson rather than
chairman or chairwoman.

Although this remains a tall order with
most of the organisations I freelance for, I
have managed to make some understand
how to use gender-friendly titles. In this
way I have also managed to balance my
sourcing.

Even when I am doing a story for an
economic, political or entertainment
publication, I have learnt to spread out my
interviews equally among the sexes. Although
at times it's not as easy as it should be I
have tried to take an extra mile and make
my women sources comfortable so that they
could be able to speak on issues they might
think are for men only.

My journey with Gender Links
By Fred Katerere

“I'm a Mozambican freelance journalist
based in the capital, Maputo. I have been a
journalist since 1990 and I have worked in
four countries of the SADC region.

I have covered politics, business and social
and scientific issues affecting some of
the region's countries. I decided to go
freelance in 2007 and have since been a
correspondent for international organi-
sations, including Agence France Presse
(AFP) and Bloomberg News.

Fred Katerere. Photo: Trevor Davies



Gallens, a reporter with SABC. “I've been
working closely with Gender Links for many
years and they have often featured in my
stories. But beyond that, they also alert us
to issues that we as journalists are not always
aware of but should be covering.”

GL staff members have produced daily
newspapers at several major events, including
SADC Heads of State Summits and annual
Commission on the Status of Women events
in New York. These newspapers are circulated
widely and contribute to taking GL's giant
footprints to new and diverse audiences.

In 2010 Gender Links produced a supplement
for The Namibian newspaper which ran during
the Heads of State Summit in Windhoek.
The paper, Lentsoe la Basalie, has become a
regular addition to HOS Summits and was

Weekend Observer editorial team. I am
happy to say that I have continued to benefit
from Gender Links activities.”

Gender Links produces media and it is also
often featured in regional media simply
because of the groundbreaking work it does.
Since 2005 Gender Links has been keeping
statistics of where and when staff members
are interviewed by the media.

Table 11.2 shows that GL over the last six
years GL has featured in the media 1 308
times; 810 times in the print media; 307 in
radio and 191 in TV. The numbers have
steadily gone up over the years and in 2010
Gender Links was featured in more radio
stories than ever.

“One thing I can always count on is that if
I need a quote or information about an issue
related to gender or women's rights and the
media, I can call Gender Links,” said Mahlatse

Since 2007, 40% of the Service's writers
have been new and many had never written
before on gender issues.

Dingaan Mithi, a Malawian HIV and AIDS
activist, contacted former editor Deborah
Walter in 2008 after reading a Gender Links
commentary in the Malawi Sunday Times. “I
was interested in the articles because they
were unique,” he said. “The gender analysis
was clear. Most of the articles in our
newspapers lacked analysis and mainly
reinforced gender stereotypes. I wanted to
contribute.” Mithi wrote his first article on
maternal health in Malawi and continues to
be a regular contributor to the Service. “My
life would not have been the same if Gender
Links did not exist. I would not be in a position
to analyse and relate gender and
development issues,” he said.

Alec Lushaba, editor of the Weekend Observer
in Swaziland commented: “I have grown from
being a mere reporter to be head of the

Some of the news media where GL
has been featured:
- Sweden: Goteborgs-Posten, Dagens

Nyheter, Umea, University of
Gottenburg

- BBC News
- USA Today
- The Guardian, UK
- The Australian
- UN Radio
- Voice of America Radio
- CNN
- Agence France Presse (AFP)
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Figure 11.5:  New and
existing writers (2007 - 2011)

% New writers
% Existing writers

40

60

2005/2006
2006/2007
2007/2008
2008/2009
2009/2010
2010/2011
 TOTAL

118
83
80

135
213
181
810

Year Print
41
50
35
46
60
75

307

Radio
13
8

17
60
55
38

191

TV
172
141
132
241
328
294

1308

Total

Table 11.2: GL in the News

Gender Links in the media

Conference newspapers



this year also distributed to key political
figures during the event. It highlights key
achievements in SADC and also addresses
regional problems, from poverty to inequality.

The most recent edition
was produced with the
help of Polytechnic of
Namibia journalism
students. “What a
learning experience it
was,” said PON student
Salome Nzuma, who
later attended the 2010
Gender

and Media  Summit  in
Johannesburg. “Playing the part
in showing the world the truth
and representing women in
the media is my fight...
becoming a journalist is hard
enough but becoming a female
journalist is ten times harder.”

Through working with student
journalists like Nzuma, GL's
media and communications
departments are able to
intervene when future
journalists are still learning
the skills they will eventually
take to newsrooms. Working
with students to impart  media
and gender skills is not just
rewarding but also vital to
the future of media in
SADC.
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Pon student,
Salome Nzuma.

Photo: Trevor Davies

Before the conference started, I was privileged
to be among a group of journalists from
Southern and Eastern Africa who had been
selected to go through a gender training
course before covering the event.  “Good
people, lets get down to work, and we have
to be at our best,” said Colleen, the founder
and Executive Director of Gender Links as
she welcomed us to the forum.

This was the first time I met Colleen and
Gender Links in action.
Producing the Summit
newspaper was the most
draining event I had ever
participated in since I
started practicing jour-
nalism in 1999.  I used to
sleep at midnight and be
awake at 6.00 am. I
remember a roommate
from Namibia telling me
he wanted to change his
flight because he could not
stand the pressure.

But the work we were doing
was too important that it
was not easy to wriggle out
as easily as he thought. For
me, this interaction started
t o  g r o u n d  m e  i n
understanding gender
issues and how to question

The pen is mightier than the sword
By Arthur Okwemba

In 2002 as multi-national and national private
companies descended in South Africa to
attend the World Summit on Sustainable
Development (WSSD) and share their
experiences and practices in the global
economy, one small organization was there
to take them on, on other fronts. This NGO
was Gender Links, which was at the forum
to provide gender perspectives to the many
gender blind development issues that were
on the Summit's agenda.

Arthur Okweba (left) and the Director of the African Women and Child Feature Service Rosemary Okello  producing a daily newspaper
with GL during Beijing Plus 15. Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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government, private institutions,
including media, how gender
mainstreamed they were.

Since then, I have been privileged
to be part of the many major steps
and turns Gender Links has made
on its growth trajectory. By this I
mean, Gender Links has not only
helped me grow as a person, but I
have come to understand some of
the values of the organisation as
well.

There is one thing that Gender Links
excels in: working hard and playing
hard. I remember when were
producing a newspaper during the
international Aids Conference in
Bankgok in 2006, our designer was
from Kenya. I decided to prepare
him psychologically by telling he is
likely to work past midnight for
the next one week. He was petrified.

When the conference was over, he
came back to me said, if I have made
it with Gender Links, I can work in any
newsroom. I believe this is the organisational
culture that has made GL to establish itself
and have a strong presence in the SADC
region in less than a decade.

But at Gender Links is not only about work
only. There is also partying time. After every
workshop, conference, or any draining forums,

there is always a party. When you see some
people like Colleen on the dance floor, it is
difficult to reconcile with the person(s) you
saw minutes ago busy at her desk.

At individual level, this theory has also been
of great benefit. Every Gender Links
conference and every meeting attended, I
have come out a better person.

I have used the knowledge and gender tools
developed by the organization to train
journalists and NGOs not only in Kenya, but
also in Somalia, Uganda, and Ethiopia. This
means the impact of Gender Links work in
the past 10 years is not only confined in the
SADC region, but it is also being felt far
beyond at country, organisational and
individual levels.

News team works hard and playing hard at Beijing Plus Fifteen . Photo: Gender Links
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With the launch of several major research
projects in 2010, Gender Links realised it
was time to create a dedicated department
to handle its massive communications,
publications and productions
workload.  After several naming
a t t e m p t s ,  i n c l u d i n g  P E P
(Publications, Editorial and
Productions) and EPP (same
words, different order), it was
christened the Communications
Department in December 2010.

The department is currently
managed by Danny Glenwright and a
Communications Officer, Mona Hakimi,
who joined him in late 2010. Their first

Gender Links has
o f ten  taken  i t s
publications on the
road, participating in
many international
events, from book
fairs to conferences
and international
summits. GL has
participated in the
Zimbabwe Inter-
national Book Fair,
Gothenburg Book
Fair, and the City of
Johannesburg book
fair, among others. In
March 2011 the
SADC Secretariat
i n v i t e d  G L  t o

participate in an International Women's Day
(IWD) Book Fair at SADC headquarters in
Gaborone. GL will be participating in the
London Book Fair in April 2011.

With the growth of its communications
programmes, in 2010 Gender Links also
launched its online E-shop. GL publications
and photography can now be purchased
online from the website, where anyone can
access thousands of GL photographs as well
as other products.  GL Francophone Director
Loga Virahsawmy tells the story below of
how she succeeded in getting none less than
the Prime Minister to ensure a bulk order of
“I” Stories for Mauritian schools.

priority has been sorting
through and cataloguing the
various publications produced
by Gender Links over the past
ten years. For if there has been
one constant ripple effect
coming f rom th i s  t iny
organisat ion with giant
footprints, it is the constant
and impressive wealth of
research and knowledge it has
produced over the years.

“[GL's] publications are high
quality and are used by many
organisations and individuals
across the board,” notes Ammu
Joseph, author, journalist and
member of  Network of
Women in Media, India. Joseph
has attended all four Gender and Media
Summits and even launched one of her own
books at the 2010 Summit.

Over the past ten years, Gender Links
has produced 119 research publi-
cations, 23 training manuals, 18
periodicals,12 conference newspapers,
183 fact  sheets , e ight  radio
programmes and eight institutional
videos. This is estimated at more than
20 000 pages  of work in more than
20 different languages. These resources
have been sent to libraries, NGOs,

training institutions, universities and
bookstores throughout the region and the
world.

GL intern Vincent Galatlhwe selling publications in Botswana.
Photo: Roos van Dorp

119 Books
+ 20,000 pages
+ 20 languages

+ 8 DVDs
+ 8 radio programmes

+ 183 facts sheets
= Ripple effect for

thousands of people

Publications and productions Book fairs

E book shop and sales

“I spent time in the Rhodes and UWC libraries and online,

and found numerous Gender Links publications to be

invaluable in this research. I am therefore writing to thank

you for these publications, and their accessibility. Thank

you again for these excellent GL publications.”

- Rebecca Hodes, 22 January 2010

“We received publications from GL which we deposited with

the library and we have some in the department exclusively

for mass communication students. One of our colleagues

has run media literacy courses/training for local journalists.

Through collaboration and networking we were able to get

and share ideas with colleagues from other institutions in

the region.”

 - Sabi Ntonyane, Institute of Extra-Mural studies (National

University of Lesotho).
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By Loga Virahsawmy

Taking up challenges
can indeed be very
rewarding. Instead of
being part of the
regional “I” Stories
around the theme
Speaking out on HIV
and AIDS in 2008, I

asked head office for permission to do a
Mauritian version and they trusted me
immediately and agreed, giving me the
budget.

The workshop with those infected and
affected by HIV and AIDS, writers and gender
activists was the first of its kind in Mauritius
and knew a real success. Those affected and
infected by HIV and AIDS agreed to tell their
stories to the writers of their choice.

The stories were written in English, French
and Creole. My husband did the English and
Creole editing for free.

In early November 2008, I was face-to-face
with the Prime Minister of Mauritius, Dr
Navin Ramgoolam, after he delivered the
keynote address at an international
conference on HIV and AIDS. I put on my
best smile and congratulated him and said
how wonderful it was for the Prime Minister
to be involved in such a great cause. I went
on to say: “We have a book coming out giving
voice to those infected and affected by HIV

and AIDS. It will be great if you can launch
the book.” He was, of course, taken aback
by this mad woman addressing him at such
an official occasion. He said “Telephone my
secretary!”

By the time I arrived home the secretary had
already called. She said “The Prime Minister

will be happy to launch your book but you
must send a copy of the book with all details
on the venue, the date and the time.”

I had not even thought of an official launch,
let alone a venue. I got the neurons in my
brain working and decided that the launch
should be held at the Chrysalide Residential
Centre, the only rehabilitation centre for
former sex workers and women drug users.
Nearly all of them are HIV positive.

Loga Virahsawmy welcomes Dr Navin Ramgoolam, Prime Minister of Mauritius. Photo: Danny Phillipe

The story behind the story: How to make a best seller in four months
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I telephoned the Director who immediately
agreed. She said: “The Prime Minister has
never visited our centre and our residents
will love to see him in person!” The date
and time was fixed but the book was not
yet ready and I was getting pressure from
the Prime Minister's Office for a couple of
books so his speech could be written.

I was really tense and even worried that I
had taken the wrong decision. Nobody

fantastic work. He ended his speech by saying
“I am going to ask all ministries to buy the
book and I hope all NGOs will do the same.”
 As soon as he uttered these words, my heart
was pounding and somebody inside me was
saying “bingo”.

The Prime Minister and his wife had tea with
the residents and the children. The children
enjoyed the hugs and the kisses of these two
distinguished visitors and said how happy
they were to see the Prime Minister for the
first time.

The next day I got a call from the Prime
Minister's Office saying they hoped I had
sufficient copies of the book as the
Prime Minister has asked his staff to
make sure that all ministries buy the
books.

I believe this is the first time in the history
of Mauritius that a locally-published book
became a best seller in less than four months.
I sold more than 1 000 copies and did a
reprint of another 1 000 copies (which I am
now selling at a cheaper rate and giving
for free at Gender Links Workshops to
encourage participants to write their own
stories).

My biggest joy was when my two
grandchildren, Anastasia and Yann, told me
that their teachers talked about the book at
school. Anastasia very proudly said “My
school has bought a few copies of your
book!”

believed me when I told them the Prime
Minister would launch the book and they
believed me even less when I told them
about the venue, which had very basic
facilities: a few chairs and a table which had
been given as a donation.

Fortunately, I could send two books ahead
of the function. But I did not even think of
inviting all the ministers of Mauritius.

On that memorable day of 3 December
2008, I really had butterflies in my
stomach having to talk with all the
security people, the advisers and the
officials who arrived before the Prime
Minister. The former Minister of Women's
Rights and Child Development and Family
Welfare (now Ministry of Gender Equality)
and the former Minister of Health arrived
well before the Prime Minister.  When the
Prime Minister and Veena Ramgoolam
arrived I did not even know I had to
welcome them and it was the Chief of
Security who told me that it was my duty
to welcome them.  This was a task that
I did then for the first time in my life.

In his keynote address the Prime Minister
said that he was really moved by the
stories and had learnt a lot.  “I have
prepared a speech but I am not going to
read it as I want to talk from the heart.
I believe in this fight, this is why I chair
the HIV and AIDS Committee,” he said.
He went on to praise Gender Links and
Media Watch Organisation for their

Copies of "I" Stories on HIV and AIDS were presented to Dr Navin Ramgoolam, Prime
Minister of Mauritius. Photo: Danny Phillipe



• Proper cataloguing and organising of
publications and productions is essential
to ensure the full benefit of GL outreach
materials is realised.  This includes keeping
an up-to-date, searchable photo library
and resource centre.

• Regular tracking and monitoring of news
articles featuring GL staff is important in
order to measure GL's media presence in
the region and beyond.

• It is vital to access a diversity of views and
opinions from women and men throughout
the SADC region in all GL publications.
Commentaries and other publications
should be fully representative of the great
variety in the region.

• Social media and ICTs should be harnessed
in order to reach the largest number of
people. Networking sites like Facebook

and Twitter can be a powerful tool for
advocacy and outreach.

• More work needs to be done with
journalists and editors in Lusophone
countries, especially Mozambique in order
to bring about an increase in women's
representation in the media. This can be
done by putting resources into the new
Lusophone Opinion and Commentary
Service.

• It is important to follow-up on training
and capacity-building. Although the GL
communications department has worked
with journalists and staff in the field offices
around social media, photography and
film, it is necessary to provide regular
workshops to update skills.

• GL staff and consultants must be properly
briefed and trained on GL writing, editing
and communications style to ensure
standardised and professional production

295

My learning journey in 2011
By Mona Hakimi - Communications Officer

My time at Gender Links is quick to
calculate: it has been a little over two
months since I moved to Johannesburg to
be part of the GL team. My personal journey
with GL and the lessons I have learnt as a
result takes a little more time to evaluate.
The lessons I have learnt over the years are
key turning points in my life as an aspirant
gender activist.

May 2009
Lesson One: fighting for the “f ” word
In my second year of study at the African
Gender Institute, I wrote a paper entitled
“The 'F' Word”. It was based on my gradual
realisation that “feminism” has become a
“nasty” word in popular discourse. I
struggled accepting the fact that my identity
as a feminist would entail a constant battle
to assert the legitimacy of gender equality.
In my research on the multiple meanings
of feminism, I came across the GL Strip the Communications Officer Mona Hakimi trains Lesotho Intern Ntolo Lekau

how to use a video camera. Photo: Danny Glenwright

of GL publications and other communi-
cation products.

• Editors are willing to work with GL if there
is an incentive. It is important to provide
them with fresh, relevant, timely and
diverse news and opinion copy so they
can see the benefit of working with GL.

• Students and young writers should be
tapped so as to have an impact with the
leaders of tomorrow and provide them a
platform to speak out and share their
views. GL may eventually benefit from
these views, as it did when Communi-
cations Officer Mona Hakimi joined the
staff in 2010. Hakimi originally worked
with GL while she was a student in Cape
Town.

Lessons learned
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Back Page! Campaign and the varied
responses it received in the media. The
hostility from the majority of South
African print media outlets resonated with
a personal experience I had had when I
expressed feminist sentiments at a male-
dominated Student Societies Workshop
at the University of Cape Town. Reading
and writing about the GL campaign, I
learnt a valuable lesson: to remain
grounded in my beliefs and to relentlessly
strive for gender equality. I learnt that it
is important to pursue the cause of gender
justice despite (and perhaps in spite of)
attempts to undermine the activism that
a feminist ideology entails.

November 2009
Lesson Two: “Yes We Can”
My final undergraduate research project
was based on the daily experiences of a
resilient woman trader at Cape Town Train
Station. I spent approximately six months
visiting Mama Ice at her stall: listening to
her life story, meeting her dependents,
witnessing the police brutality that comes
with informality and writing about the
unseen effects of the 2010 World Cup. I
poured my heart into my research but my
activist spirit was dampened by a feeling
of utter hopelessness - so what if I was
writing about Mama Ice's experiences?
Who would ever read it? Who would care?
In the midst of this, I saw a GL call for
papers for the Gender Media Diversity
Journal (GMDJ) on the Pambazuka web-
site. I jumped at the chance to take Mama

stock of gender, media, diversity and change.
This lack of midnight inspiration would
be completely overturned in the mornings
when I saw the daily newsletter of the
GEM Summit and the coverage that many
of the articles received. It was fulfilling to
feed into a bigger picture and at the end
of the Summit, I left rather reluctantly to
UCT to complete my degree. Now that I
am part of the GL team, I know to expect
the best with the worst: times get tough,
it can be hard to keep up, but at the end of
the day, it's worth the struggle. On one of
my first days of work at GL, a former staff
member wisely said, “No matter what
happens, you will learn.”

And so, my learning journey begins…

Ice's story off academic shelves and a month
later, we were on a flight to Johannesburg
together. Mama and I attended the Soccer
2010 Colloquium - she spoke about her
struggles, I presented my research findings
and we both left inspired by the powerful
force that NGOs can be in promoting
human rights.

October 2010
Lesson Three: “You will learn”
Being part of the media team at the GEM
Summit was my first “real” encounter with
daily life at GL. Needless to say, it was an
overwhelming week. Early mornings,
non-stop multi-tasking and late nights
meant that by 11pm, I cared more ardently
about meeting my pillow than taking

Mona Hakimi interviewing Mama Ice Photo: Thaheer Mullins



• Increase GL's social media
outreach and audience by
maintaining a strong and

professional online presence.
• Increase capacity-building and training

efforts in all SADC countries. Make
regular and targeted visits to field staff
and media houses in order to provide
on-site training.

• Ensure better documenting of the work
going on in the 15 countries of SADC.
This can be done by harnessing the skills
of interns and field staff.

• Launch the Lusophone Commentary
Service and pave the way for new work
in Angola using this outreach tool as one
way to meet editors and new partners
in the country.

• Meet with editors throughout the region
to increase the usage of GL opinion and
commentary articles.

• Create a filing system for all audio visual
materials and other GL publications.

• Ensure the photo library
remains up-to-date and
organised and create a
marketing strategy for selling
GL products and photos.

• Devise a marketing strategy
for GL publications which
will ensure all new books are
accessible in libraries and
bookstores throughout the
SADC region.

• Create better monitoring
and evaluation tools for the
Francophone and Lusophone
commentary services and
also for the communications
department.

• Work more closely with
university campus news-
papers in order to get
commentaries to a wider
audience and help train the
next generation of jour-
nalists.
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Mozambican journalists attending an opinion and commentary workshop in Maputo.
Photo: Danny Glenwright

Next steps


