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Stepping down: Reflecting on twelve years of growth
Loga Virahsawmy

In one of my learning journeys, I said that even the elderly
can keep on growing if they are at the 'University of Gender
Links.' GL is part of my being, my blood and my soul.
How do I possibly retire and step down?

I gave birth to two beautiful daughters who are fully
registered. I also gave birth to two great GL offices in
Mauritius and Madagascar, which are also fully registered.
After having worked with GL on national workshops on
reporting on GBV since the year 2000, I gave birth to two
NGOs, Media Watch Organisation in Mauritius and GEM
Plus in Seychelles that are also fully registered. Instead of
giving birth to an office in the Democratic Republic of
Congo, I worked with well renowned organisations like
PANOS, High Authority of Media (HAM) and Congolese
Union of Women in the Media (UCOFEM). Had it not
been for PANOS and HAM it would have been very difficult
to work in the DRC.

In 2007, before I went there for the first time, I sought help
from the Mauritian Ministry of External Affairs and they
advised me not to go to such a 'dangerous' country. They
also said that they could not help me as I was not working
for the Government of Mauritius. But, I would not take no
for an answer and insisted they help me. They then sent
a letter to the authorities in DRC to facilitate my visit. Since
then, I have been visiting the DRC at least twice a year for
different projects and workshops. The national workshop
on women in politics in 2012 was the most memorable.
Chairing a mock discussion with the media on one side
and women politicians on the other was both challenging
and inspiring. I remember the hall was so full that people
had to sit on the ground.

I officially retired at the end of December 2013, with a
one-month extension up to January 2014. I challenged
myself at the last management meeting in January 2014,

when I walked for two hours with young members of staff
including the 'queen of mountains' - Colleen Lowe Morna.
When I look back, I say to myself that had it not been for
GL, I would not be such an energetic 69-year-old: “Work
never betrays the worker,” as Colleen always says.

Since day one with Colleen and GL, my life path became
a maze and got more and more complicated as she
continued 'moving my cheese'. Indeed, the cheese never
had time to grow mold!

In 1999, when I travelled to Lesotho with Ferial Haffajee
for a Regional Conference on Reporting on Gender Based
Violence, I was nervous and did not know what to expect.
However, in her soft-spoken voice, Ferial made me feel at
ease. Not once during this long travel from Johannesburg
did she mention that she was a GL Board Member or that
she would be the person training me. The Editor in Chief
of the newspaper at the conference was none other than
Colleen. This was my first encounter with my future boss.
I learnt quickly that it is difficult to refuse anything from
someone so passionate and committed to a cause. Her
passion is contagious.

My next mission was to organise a launch of the handbook,
Whose News, Whose Views? in Mauritius. The then
Chairperson of Media Trust felt so flattered when I told
him that Colleen will be accompanied by Thenji Mtinto
- former Deputy Secretary General of the African National
Congress that he immediately agreed to host the launch.
I made my first speech that day. I was trembling like a leaf
and my legs were like jelly. On the same evening both
Thenji Mtinto and Kofi Morna - Colleen's husband, joined
me for a joyful dinner at my house. I was reflecting on that
first speech when I was in Malawi in October 2013 for the
50/50 campaign: I spoke in a stadium in front of 3000
people.
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In March 2002, Colleen asked me to organise a national
workshop in Mauritius on How to report on GBV. The
challenge was too tempting to refuse. I negotiated to use
the venue free of charge at the Media Trust and managed
to get very high-level panellists. The two facilitators Colleen
and Ruth Ayisi got a shock when they saw the former
President of Mauritius opening the workshop. Media Watch
was born soon after the workshop and Colleen asked me
to organise the same workshop in Seychelles I was also
offered a Board Member position at GL. I could not refuse
such an honour.

I will never forget my experience in the Seychelles. Colleen
'moved my cheese' again and asked me to go on a pre-
workshop visit. To no avail, I knocked at several doors to
make contacts with people in Seychelles. My husband
had the brilliant that I should write to the President of
Seychelles. I went ahead and sent my husband's regards.
I got an immediate reply to my letter saying that it was
referred to the Ministry of Social Security in charge of
Gender, and from then on, it was VIP treatment. When
Colleen and I went for the actual workshop, the media
coverage was so incredible that we felt like two super stars
walking down the streets of Seychelles.

Ialfine Papisy - current Country Manager for our Madagascar
office, saw Colleen and I on television during one of our
workshops and telephoned for more information. The
same night she was my guest for dinner, which was the
prelude to the birth of the GL Malagasy office. My greatest
lesson of humility was in 2013 in Madagascar during
verification prior to the summit. People walked long
distances, mothers without shoes carrying their babies.
The hall was so full that they had to sit on the ground but
they kept on smiling. I was proud and yet embarrassed
when they all diligently queued to shake my hand and to
thank me. This was the first time they saw somebody
outside of their community let alone from another country!
From 2002 to September 2008 - when we officially opened
the GL office in Mauritius, I have worked non-stop for GL
on different consultancy contracts, going to Johannesburg,
DRC, Seychelles, Madagascar, Kenya and even Ethiopia.
I still remember having to travel to the capital city, Port
Louis to get my tickets in hard copy, as e-tickets were
unheard of in the early 2000.

Some of the challenges for me revolved around the Gender
and Media Base Line Study (GMBS) followed by the Gender
HIV and Aids as well as the Gender and Media Progress
Study (GMPS). But GL's CEO, Colleen has been my
inspiration on many fronts. She is the one who decided
that a special supplement must be produced after thematic
workshops. Since the first reporting on GBV workshop in
Mauritius, I have worked in close collaboration with media
enterprises in DRC, Madagascar, Seychelles and Mauritius
to produce supplements on GBV; Gender and HIV and
Aids and Gender and the Economy. We produced the
latest one in August 2013, when the Indian Ocean
Commission asked GL to facilitate a one-week workshop.
Producing supplements during workshops has become the
trademark of GL and I have been able to market GL and
our work.

In 2004, Colleen had the chance to present the findings
of Ringing up the Changes for members of Parliament in
the Vaghjee Hall of the Legislative Assembly. Colleen met
with former Speaker and the then Prime Minister, Paul
Raymond Berenger prior to the launch. This was the first
time a book was launched at the National Assembly.

Prior to the 2005 general elections, Colleen asked me to
organise a workshop with the heads of political parties on
the panel. This was the first and last time this kind of
workshop was held. To my surprise, Prime Minister Paul
R Berenger agreed to be on the panel. Leaders of the Labour
Party, Dr Navin Ramgoolam (Current Prime Minister), Parti
Mauricien Social Democrat, (now Vice-Prime Minister and
Minister of Finance) and Mouvement Socialiste Mauricien
were all on the panel. Just as he was supposed to give a
speech, the former Prime Minister sent a representative
instead.  On the same evening, the government sent out
a press release saying that Media Watch was a political
organisation working against the government. This was the
first time in the history of Mauritius that the Government
issued a press release against an NGO. However, the media
turned it in our favour and we got positive coverage.

The first Centres of Excellence workshop for local
government in Mauritius was in response to GL's regional
research, At the Coalface. The late Minister of Local
Government, Burty David launched the study in a hall
packed with councillors and officials. He officially
committed himself to collaborate with GL and kept his
word until his passing. He even marched with us down
the streets of Rose Hill during the Sixteen Days of Activism
campaign.

Mauritius, has contributed and participated in all the GL
research, be it GMBS; Gender and HIV & Aids; Gender
and Media Audience Study; Gender and Advertisement;
Gender and Local Government; Glass Ceilings; Gender
and Media Education; GMPS; annual Barometers and the
Gender Based Violence Indicators Study. These indicators
took me to the doorstep of the Prime Minister, as I wanted
to share with him the harsh reality of GBV in Mauritius.
He then wrote the foreword to the research.

A glance at the Mauritius SADC Gender Protocol Barometer
shows how the former Attorney General, Rama Valayden,
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took gender issues seriously after our discussion with him
when he said that he was revising all laws to make the
language gender neutral.

Despite our mighty accomplishments, I must admit that
we are on occasion also the enemies of our own success.
Some stakeholders feel threatened because GL is so
proactive and always wanting to push the boundaries in
the hope to achieve gender equality. I have thus had to
learn to walk on eggshells and be more diplomatic, which
has helped us build better alliances. I knocked at many
doors and got ministers to fund and open workshops on
women in politics, also securing wide media coverage.
Perhaps this led to the Prime Minister awarding me the
highest distinction on the recommendation of the President
of the Republic. In 2012, I became the Grand Officer of
the Star and Key of the Indian Ocean (G.O.S.K) for
distinguished work in Mauritius.

GL Mauritius has been successful in signing an MOU with
the National Empowerment Foundation, which falls under
the Ministry of Social Integration, a ministry for vulnerable
people. We also met the Police Commissioner to talk about

Ramandason Jaona Ministry of Population representative, Pablo Isla Villar EU representative and Ialfine Papisy. Photo: Gender Links

GBV and he has agreed to allow GL to conduct a nation-
wide awareness campaign for all police officers.

During the Sixteen Days of Activism campaign in 2013,
we trained 400 students on Gender Concepts and GBV
under the National Institution of Civic Education which
falls under the Prime Minister's Office.

Going to a locality and seeing a corner in a library called
Gender Links is heart-warming. Since working with GL,
every day the Mauritius Broadcasting Corporation (MBC)
has shown their commitment to gender issues by
broadcasting radio and television programmes called “Etre
Femme”  (Be a woman) in Creole and Bhojpuri, which
educate citizens about gender equality. After the summit
winners visited Mauritius, the MBC started a weekly
television feature on women breaking stereotypes. In
addition, La Sentinelle has a special page called “Gender”
where many GL articles feature.

I will always count these blessings. Thank you Gender
Links. Thank you Colleen.


