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Men learning wisely to respect women

 

Honiara, Solomon Islands, 20 Oct (IPS/Catherine Wilson) -- In the Solomon Islands in the south-west Pacific, where two in three of the estimated female population of 252,000 have experienced physical and sexual partner abuse, recognition is growing that ending the cycle of violence cannot be achieved without the partnership of men as catalysts of change. And initiatives by men are gaining support.

 

"It is time for men to stand up for their part to play to see that women are treated as human beings of important value to the family, the community and the nation as a whole," Pastor Michael Ramo in the settlement of Feraladoa, home to 5,000 people in capital Honiara, told IPS. 

 

"There is a need for men to rise up and walk hand in hand in supporting women and ending violence against women."

 

This year, Ramo participated in the Men Against Violence Against Women (MAVAW) programme organised by development NGO, Live and Learn, in Honiara. 

 

The 18-month project, with donor support, engaged close to 50 men from 27 informal settlements, home to about 35 percent of the city's population of 64,600, to become champions of social change.

 

According to Haikiu Baiabe, country manager for Live and Learn, the initiative aimed to "break through to men and get them to take the lead in dealing with issues that are labelled as men's problems."

 

Men, he said, readily acknowledged that violence against women is a serious issue, but "giving them space where they could express themselves freely" during the project encouraged constructive dialogue.

 

The MAVAW programme was designed by men and women from the communities involved, who contributed their understanding of the key factors which led to violence. 

 

Live and Learn then worked with participants on the four main issues identified, which were managing finances, understanding family values and responsibilities, tackling violence generally in communities, and empowering individuals with intervention and counselling skills.

 

Numerous studies, including this year's United Nations report on why so many men use violence against women in Asia and the Pacific, indicate a strong connection with gender inequalities and prevalent stereotyped ideas of masculinity.

 

The report revealed that 81-98 percent of the 10,000 men and 3,000 women surveyed agreed with the principle of gender equality, but not necessarily when it came to specific roles and responsibilities. More than 70 percent believed that ‘a woman should obey her husband'.

 

Pionie Boso, policy officer for the programme End Violence Against Women (EVAW) at the ministry of women, youth and children affairs, says that the equality gap between gender roles in the Solomon Islands has been entrenched over generations. 

 

The result is persistent perceptions of females as possessing a lower social status than males, with predominant women roles confined to the domestic sphere with low participation in public decision-making.

Boso agreed that there was a shared responsibility in working towards social justice, and involving men "is a critical part of the process."

 

She added that it was important that "when they come on board they acknowledge and understand the experiences of women as victims."

 

The 2008 Solomon Islands family health and safety study revealed that additional factors in family violence included the practice of bride price and punishment of women for disobeying spouses. 

 

According to Baiabe, the comprehensive definition of violence which encompasses emotional abuse, controlling behaviour and economic deprivation is yet to be widely understood in communities.

 

Men's experiences, according to the region-wide UN report, included high levels of employment-related stress and depression.

 

Before the MAVAW initiative, Ramo had not felt sufficiently equipped to help people suffering from high levels of tension. But he said the programme "gave me a lot of skills to handle very stressed or even traumatised men and this gives me strength in my dealings with people and the community.

 

"I wish that other friends could have joined in because, at my level, there are only a few people who know how to deal with these kinds of situations and have the counselling skills," he said.

 

Ramo said that men can share the burden of stopping and preventing violence against women by intervening in incidents, promoting non-violent male identities and influencing peers to rethink the way they manage relationships with women.

 

A man needs "to be sensitive when there is a problem between him and his wife," he said. "He needs to listen; every husband needs to listen first in order to handle the situation safely for the woman."

 

Given the continuity of domestic violence down generations, the government has overseen the mainstreaming of gender in secondary school curriculums.

 

In Honiara, the Family Support Centre, which provides support services to women and children who suffer violence, conducts gender sensitising workshops focussed at youths from 13 years. These address questions of what gender is, why gender violence is a crime and a social injustice, and how men carry a responsibility to help solve problems within families.

 

Baiabe added that breaking the cycle also entailed reinforcing the responsibilities of raising children and nurturing caring values within the family.

 

Following MAVAW's conclusion, and with a view to sustainability, community support groups with resources were set up and registered in ten urban settlements.

 

However, Ramo and Baiabe acknowledge that men across the country need to be engaged to support wider social change as a long-term goal.

 

"We have only touched the surface of communities in Honiara," Baiabe said. "Violence is a huge issue and this is only the beginning of a long, long journey. We need to look at greater community involvement, greater reach and greater impact." 
 

 

Saracha, Afghanistan, 17 Oct (IPS/Giuliano Battiston) -- The dusty cemetery in Saracha village hosts three new graves: small hills of soil shielding the bodies of Sahebullah, Wasihullah and Amanullah, three of the five boys and young men killed by an ISAF-NATO airstrike on late Friday, October 4.

 

According to the first ISAF-NATO reports, the five were "enemy forces", "insurgents", killed with a "precision strike". 

 

According to the white banner overlooking their graves, they are "martyrs": innocent people killed by error.

 

Wasihullah and Amanullah were brothers. They used to live in a house not far from the cemetery in Saracha village in the district of Beshud at the door of Jalalabad, the main city in the eastern province of Nangarhar. Their father, Qasim Hazrat Khan, shows IPS the place where they were killed, just behind his house.

 

Amanullah was about 21 years old (civil registries here are not common), and had a wife and three daughters.

 

Khan produces a card showing that Amanullah was working for the Afghan government forces since March this year. His brother Wasihullah was 10 years old, a student in fifth class in Samarkheel's high school, not far from Saracha. 

 

On Friday evening, they were with Sahebullah, 14, who "was an apprentice in a metalworker's shop in Jalalabad," his brother Nader Shah, 35, told IPS.

 

Asadullah Delsos and Gul Nabi were the other two boys with them. Asadullah, "a 14-year-old boy, was still waiting to have his first whiskers," said Khan. 

 

Gul Nabi "was a 15-year-old boy, whose family comes from Pachir in Khogyani district. He worked as a carpenter in Kabul, but he used to come here whenever his parents needed his help."

 

Khan said the five boys were sitting in the open space behind his house "after they went hunting for birds with badì (air guns)." Around 10 pm, he heard "the first of three long-lasting shooting-sequences. When it stopped, I reached the roof and saw at least two helicopters and, far from here, some planes without pilots."

 

When the shooting started again, he waited inside the house until he heard someone screaming: "Brother, your kids have been killed."

 

He came out and tried to reach them, he said, "but the American soldiers told me to keep away." The bodies were carried to the main Jalalabad hospital "only at 1.40 am," said Nader Shah. "We were able to have them back in our hands after 2.30 am."

 

Early Saturday morning, Asadullah's father Dagarwal Khan Agha, a logistics officer in the city jail, received a call. He had thought his son was sleeping in his parents' house in Saracha. "They said I had to go to the hospital. Once there, I was told my son was in the morgue."

 

The elder brother of Dagarwal Khan Agha, Malim Said Agha, still cannot understand "how those young boys could be confused with insurgents." 

 

"They were just kids. The Americans killed innocent people. This was confirmed by the Afghan authorities," he told IPS.

 

Ahmad Zia Abdulzai, spokesperson for the governor of Nangarhar province, told IPS by phone: "The Nangarhar deputy governor, Mohammed Hanif Gardiwal, sent an envoy to Beshud, together with an envoy sent by President Hamid Karzai: their inquiry states the five boys had no links with insurgency."

 

ISAF-NATO have not yet publicly admitted the airstrike was an error. Contacted by IPS, Lieutenant-Colonel Will Griffin, chief of the press desk at the headquarters of ISAF Public Affairs, said "the incident is still under investigation. It would be inappropriate to comment at this time."

 

According to the victims' families, ISAF-NATO representatives acknowledged the mistake privately. "One of the foreign commanders of the Jalalabad airfield invited me to his office on Tuesday October 8. He accepted the error and apologised for it. The same happened the day after at the governor's palace," Khan told IPS.

 

The meeting on Wednesday October 9 was confirmed to IPS by Ahmad Zia Abdulzai, spokesperson for the governor of Nangarhar. 

 

Former Nangarhar governor Gul Agha Sherzai (he resigned a couple of weeks ago to run for the next presidential elections), his deputy Mohammed Hanif Gardiwal, several representatives of the Afghan security forces, including Colonel Sahib Khan, head of security in Beshud district, and General Abdul Rahman from Kabul, a representative of the interior ministry, took part in the meeting.

 

In addition, there were some tribal leaders, the relatives of the five boys and "two foreign envoys", whose name is not known. "The two Americans apologised, admitting they have killed innocent people," Agha told IPS.

 

"In front of all the participants they said they made an error," said Khan. Abdulzai said "the Americans offered their apology in front of the victims' families and Nangarhar's authorities."

 

All the victims' relatives this IPS correspondent met said they had received some offers from the "foreign envoys" as a form of ‘compensation'.

 

"The Americans said they would help us, now and in future," said Agha. "They did not offer any amount of money, but when we left the palace we found some cars with sacks of food. We all agreed to refuse that offer: we are poor but we do not sell our own blood."

 

"Our request is clear," Khan told IPS. "Give us the pilots of the two helicopters. We will handle them according to our culture, to the Holy Quran and to what the Hadith prescribes. Then, we will give them back to the US, saying ‘we are very sorry', as they did with us."

 

"Over the past years the Americans have killed many innocent people, also children and women," said Agha. "They just say ‘we apologise'. It's time for them to be accountable for their wrong actions." +
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