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STOP VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Written By Bisi Alabi Williams

Non-Governmental organisations as well as other international agencies have come to realize the importance of concerted efforts by society to fight Violence Against Women (VAW). Therefore, the theme for 2009 Women’s Day Celebration, Unite to End Violence Against Women, was to reinforce this position.


The “Unite to End Violence Against Women” campaign call by the United Nations Secretary General, Ban Ki Moon was an encouragement for men and women to join hands in opposition of violence against women, ‘because only by acting together can we create more equal and peaceful societies.’
In 2007, the Lagos State passed one of the most progressive laws on Domestic Violence to promote proper dispensation of justice in cases of gender-directed violence. The Law is no doubt a vote for justice, equity and fairness for families in Lagos State and the nation at large. Now, citizens not only have the opportunity to know and pursue their rights as contained in that law, but can seek redress in court when the need arises rather than take laws into their hands.
It was against this backdrop that the Gender and Development Action (GADA) in collaboration with Women’s Rights Advancement and Protection Alternative (WRAPA) recently held a Town Hall Meeting on Violence Against Women (VAW) for household heads, senior officials of the Mushin Local Government Secretariat, Lagos, leaders and members of Mushin community.
The Town Hall Meeting which was a mixture of male and female participants, was to keep faith with the theme for this year which is “equal rights, equal opportunities: progress for all”. In essence, progress for all requires inputs from men and women.

According to Agina-Ude, Executive Director, Gender and Development Action (GADA), records show that there is a link between high predisposition of women to HIV/AIDS and increased incidents of sexual violence against them. “A recent survey carried out by the Ministry of Health estimated that of the 3.3 million people that tested positive, 1.9 million or 57 percent were women. Annual Reports by Project Alert show increase in violence attacks on women”. 
She said there are five international legal instruments that deal extensively with the issue of violence against women. They include: the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (VAW), adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1993, the Platform for Action from the United Nations fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 1979, the Universal Declaration on Human Rights 1945, the Vienna Declaration and World Conference on Human Rights 1993. All establish that any form of VAW is an abuse of their human rights.
“The recently ratified Women’s Protocol of the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights touches on the various dimensions of VAW and enjoined parties to “adopt and implement appropriate measures to ensure the protection of women from all forms of violence, particularly sexual and verbal violence”.

She noted that Senegal was the first to enact a groundbreaking law banning the practice of female genital cutting (FGC). While some States in Nigeria notably Cross-River and Edo now have similar laws. She commended the Lagos State government for passing the laws on Domestic Violence, which they believe will ensure proper dispensation of justice in cases of gender-based violence within the home front. She said the Town Hall Meeting is one of the strategies to popularize the Law.
“We intend to make this meeting as relaxed as possible even though the issues tend to become emotive. It is not convened to blame or criticize any group or persons. It is just a forum to put heads together towards creating a violence free world where men and women can easily achieve what they want to achieve without discrimination, harassment, intimidation, or brutalization. On our part, GADA is committed to gender equality, pursuit of women’s rights and empowerment as well as sustainable development and social justice in Nigeria”.
“She pointed out that the work of GADA promotes greater understanding and proactive response to gender and development as well as women’s issues through advocacy, consultation and constituency building, dialogue, information dissemination, research and documentation, sensitization and training, social mobilization and direct intervention. Hence, GADA’s vision is that of facilitating a just and equitable society where the aspirations, rights and values of women are realized alongside those of men.
Also addressing the participants, the Programme Coordinator of the Raising Her Voice (WRAPA), Edosa Oviawe said the Raising Her Voice (RHV), is a Global project by Oxfam GB. The RHV programme is being implemented in 17 countries across the world, including eight in Africa over a five-year period, with support from DFID and UNDP. The global cost of the project is N1.2 billion (£5M) while Nigeria will receive about N50 million (£195,000) of this sum. In Nigeria, WRAPA is the partner working with Oxfam GB to implement the project.
The key objectives of the project he said, is to raise women’s voices to engage effectively in governance with the main entry point being the domestication of the African Union Women’s Protocol.  “Nigeria is a signatory and has ratified the protocol, but is yet to domesticate it. This has made it impossible for Nigerian women to enjoy the protection it offers. The RHV project is, therefore, supporting women focused groups, the media and other interest groups at the local and national levels to engage with public institutions, policy makers and parliamentarians to overcome this hurdle. Hundreds and thousands of women are daily discriminated against in Nigeria.”

“We are however pleased to observe that Nigerians have embraced the Raising Her Voice programme. The project continues to receive momentous support among stakeholders from across Nigerian and among right bearers, civil society partners and government officials who are all enthusiastically embracing it while pledging to support the realization of its objectives – the accelerated domestication of the African Union Women’s Protocol.”

He acknowledged the fact that many women had received training on human rights instruments and how these could be applied to promote the rights of women is not only enthusiastically supporting the project, but that these women are on their own and at their own cost taking steps training grassroots women. “Some have commenced mobilization for sundry advocacy visits to the State House of Assembly, religious and traditional leaders to ensure the passage of laws on the provisions of the Protocol at the state level including initiating cultural reforms through the traditional leaders and frequent sensitization of their followers through frequent inclusion of the ethics of the AU Protocol sermons. In Enugu, beneficiaries of the training tool advantage of the August meetings of women across the south-east on communal and developmental issues to sensitive others to the programme objectives.”
The meeting afforded the members of the Mushin community to air their views, opinions and biases as they opened up and discussed their experiences freely. One of the participants, Mr. Adeyinka Akintola, a civil servant told The Guardian that the interaction was an eye opener for him to understand and appreciate the challenges that most women face in their homes. As mothers of the Nation, he encouraged women not to lose faith but to tenaciously see to the welfare of their family members. He said rather than get discouraged; women should train their children to imbibe good values that will transform their lives for the future. He promised the organizers that he would put in all that he had learnt into making his family a better one.
Commenting the efforts of organizers of the programme, another participant, Madam Musili Ayuba said women are always at the receiving end of every bad thing in the family because society expects women to always say yes to the man regardless of what the man does. She said this was an unfair treatment and advised that women ought to be given a better deal by the man and society at large as equal members of the family. This, in her view is the only way to bring about a free and fair society where every one can actualize their dreams and aspirations.
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