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Around the world there are 17 UNIFEM national 
committees.  Representatives from 13 countries, plus 
staff from UNIFEM New York, attended a meeting in 
Singapore in August 2009.  Jean Corbin Thomas, New 
Zealand’s president, led a delegation that included 
Kimberly Cullen, Beverley Turner and Beryl Anderson. 
 

 
 
 
This meeting was an opportunity to discuss the role of 
UNIFEM New York and the national committees, how 
they interact with each other, with governments, 
individual and corporate donors, and the public. 
In the field, UNIFEM has a significant operational 
presence on the ground, maintaining positive 
government relations.  While not limited to these areas 
of activities, UNIFEM’s field operations are primarily in 
stopping trafficking, preventing HIV, building economic 
empowerment, progress towards CEDAW compliance 
increasing participation in decision-making.   
The effect of the financial crisis has been severe for 
women in developing countries.  Key message is that 
the fight for equality is not over – it is unfinished.  The 
myth is that it is over.  Unequal pay still exists, and 
there is a lack of women on boards and in decision-
making especially in central and local government. 
National committees work to raise funds and to inform 
their local communities of the role of UNIFEM.  There 
are similar challenges in each country, with a variety of 
fundraising programmes.  One common theme was 
how to engage the next generation, who are very 
technology savvy and communicate through social 
media tools such as Facebook and blogs. Each 
national committee operates in a slightly different way – 
some have staff funded by their government, some are 
totally voluntary like New Zealand. Many discussions 
focussed on fundraising – both how the national 
committee might increase its efforts, and how UNIFEM 
New York works to obtain core funding for its 
operations. 
In the current economic climate, countries are cutting 
their contribution to all UN agencies, including 
UNIFEM. Also, the exchange rate has affected the 
total, especially with contributions in euros.    The 
imminent restructuring of the UN’s gender entity is also 
having an effect, with countries not prepared to commit 
funding until they have security about the new entity.  
UNIFEM aims to increase its funding base to 4% of 
contributions to all UN aid agencies. 

Singapore National Committee discussed the issues 
when considering a global managed fund for women to 
use.  To establish the Lender Benchmarking Gap:  

·  Pick companies that are not funding / representing:  
War/defence, Gambling, Alcohol, and Tobacco. 

·  Look at the Boards of these companies – are there 
women? 

·  Do the staff policies include maternity leave, a 
retirement programme, are they family-friendly?  

·  Then rank the companies and pick the top 15% so 
women can invest in them 

Indonesian field trip 

Following the meeting there were two field trips.  
Beverley Turner and Beryl Anderson went to Banda 
Aceh, Indonesia.  UNIFEM Aceh’s programme 
framework – based on CEDAW, UN Security Council 
Resolution 1325, MoU, national law and Aceh 
customary law – has four pillars: Strengthening 
sustainable peace, Mainstreaming gender, 
Strengthening women’s legal rights, and Political 
participation.  
UNIFEM Aceh Field Office gave ten National 
Committee members from five countries a very special 
experience.  From the small, extraordinarily committed 
UNIFEM staff of six to the patient drivers of UN 
vehicles in which we travelled, to the dedicated women 
who explained their various projects, rehabilitation 
schemes and work programmes, together with 
successes and on-going challenges at each step, 
everyone was determined that we would get the most 
we could from our 48 hours in Aceh.  
Driving in from the very new, modern, empty airport we 
passed vivid green paddy fields with scattered 4-5yr old 
fruit trees and houses we came to a very irregular city 
boundary.  The city began with ribbon development of 
blocks of 2-3 storeyed shop houses in widely different 
styles (dependent on the aid agency / funder 
specifications) with unused land between.  A major 
post-tsunami challenge is determining land ownership. 
Bandar Aceh now has a very irregular city boundary.  
The land title documents were all lost, so were the staff 
in the department managing landownership records, 
the landowners, their neighbours; landmark buildings, 
monuments, mosques.  The loss of documentation is 
massive, from marriage and birth certificates to health 
files to local government records.  We soon learned 
that since the tsunami struck on Boxing Day 2004 
nothing has been the same, not only did over two 
hundred thousand perish – the biggest population loss 
was that of mature women and mothers of all ages – 
but over half a million became homeless, the economy 
suffered losses of billions of dollars destroying people’s 
livelihoods, shattering family structures and lives with 
the tragedy of trauma.  
A significant outcome of Aceh’s post-tsunami, post 
conflict re-organisation is that women’s representation 
is now expected and no political party can participate in 
a general election unless 30% of their candidate 
nominations are women (qanun law).  When the UN 
makes its general withdrawal at the end of 2009, 
UNIFEM Aceh Field Office will continue - maintaining 
its post-tsunami programmes and promotion of gender 
equality and women in governance programmes.  The 
rehabilitation of former women combatants, war widows 



and other women and girls closely involved in the 
conflict and their reintegration into peace-time society is 
especially hard, full of problems for all concerned but 
also full of potential for progressing women’s rights. 
Visits to three different women’s centres showed how 
they have been re-established post-tsunami to meet 
the specific needs of local women.  One supervisor in a 
Women’s Development Centre (crisis centre) on the 
outskirts of Banda Aceh explained “The needs are 
great and varied – every day we have 10-12 volunteers 
here, each with a special skill – from counselling for 
women and children facing violence at home to 
budgeting, sewing, computer skills.  It can be such a 
huge effort for traumatised, stressed women to come to 
us that we must be able to help them and their children, 
here and now…”  Such ‘Centres of Integrated 
Empowerment of Women and Children’ were initiated 
by the Ministry of Women’s Empowerment in 2002.  
Now expanded into 23 districts, they are vital initiatives 
within the post-tsunami work of the internationally 
funded Agency of Reconstruction and Rehabilitation of 
Aceh and Nias.  The centre in Jantho, a small city 
about an hours drive away from Banda Aceh showed 
clearly how the women’s centres vary according to the 
community – in Jantho, it was part of a sizeable 
complex of local government buildings and both men 
and women were waiting to meet with us.  Although 
men took a minor part in our interchanges, it was clear 
that the men had a different understanding of gender 
equality.  Their keenness to meet us augurs well for 
future advances in women’s human rights in Aceh. 
UNIFEM’s support from ‘day one’ for traditional Balai 
Ilong within communities has made a significant 
difference to women’s post-tsunami recovery – physical 
and psychological.  A Balai Inong offers a safe place for 
the women to meet and discuss their interests and 
priorities eg women’s perspectives on reconstruction, 
plans for social and economic activities, advocacy for 
girls’ education.  The construction of new Balai Inong 
involved full participation and involvement of local 
women through consultative meetings and planning 
discussions and then UNIFEM supported the women’s 
projects by equipping the centres (from whiteboards to 
flip charts, radios to mobile phones, basic computers 
and printers, communal cooking equipment, tables, 
chairs, matting), and by appointing a co-ordinator to run 
the centre.  Services supported by UNIFEM include a 
forum for discussion groups, also livelihood activities 
such as basic computer training, sewing training and 
co-operative management training. One of the main 
actions being implemented under this programme is the 
over-arching mainstreaming of gender equality issues 
into the reconstruction and recovery of the local 
community.  
Aceh has a very long tradition of ‘strong women’ from 
their Admiral of the Acehnese Fleet, a contemporary of 
Queen Elizabeth I who knew of and wrote to her (!), to 
widows of high-ranking freedom fighters in the 19th 
century who were very much respected when they took 
command in fighting against the Dutch colonists.  
UNIFEM Aceh planners and field workers have been 
building on this historic reputation for strength and 
resilience to empower local women to steadily move up 
and become elected representatives - with some 
success. The deputy mayor of Banda Aceh is an 

architecture graduate, a stunning role model and half 
way through her term in office – Illiza Sa’aduddin 
Djamal is 36 yrs old and a previous Secretary of the 
Banda Aceh municipality House of Representatives.  
She explained how she countered male prejudice 
during her campaign by quoting supportive Quranic text 
– now she is recognised and honoured nationally. Pn 
Illiza obviously commands great respect from her staff 
and is passionate about rebuilding a fine, safe, clean 
city with good amenities and sound livelihoods for all eg 
training for all beggars (we saw none) has been 
introduced, also micro-enterprise grants and education 
for their children to reduce child exploitation.  She is a 
strong advocate for women’s real, active participation in 
decision-making at all levels, a strong supporter of 
gender main-streaming, gender budgeting and of 
Acehnese women’s involvement in all aspects of post-
tsunami Action Planning including  the drafting of new 
qanan law and is also working towards Banda Aceh 
becoming accepted as a gender-friendly city.  Lots of 
old ideas about the status of women have been 
challenged  eg plans for a new mosque were changed 
to make it women friendly, pap smears are now freely 
available for women, and women are priority for 
computer enterprise training. 
While briefing us, the Deputy-Mayor of Banda Aceh 
expressed her hopes for some assistance from 
UNIFEM to provide more human rights training for the 
local police and for help re the implementation of 
CEDAW’s Recommendations re Aceh and redrafting of 
law to make it CEDAW compliant. 
We very much appreciated the way the hard working, 
knowledgeable team at UNIFEM office in Aceh took 
precious time out of their heavy work schedules to 
organise and facilitate the NC Aceh field trip.  Their 
generosity of spirit – well above and beyond their duties 
- made our visit a time not only for great learning but 
also an opportunity to glimpse some of the challenges, 
frustrations and successes that are part of their 
everyday work in Aceh.  In the evening one staff 
member escorted us through the Aceh Cultural Week 
expo, where one stand used life-size manikins to show 
all the various punishment practices – in stark contrast 
to other stalls which were elegantly furnished, 
displaying beautiful clothes and craft displays, all the 
fun-of-the-fair.  
 
Since this field trip, there has been new law passed in 
Aceh.  On 14 September 2009, Aceh's regional 
legislature (4 women and 65 men) passed a new law 
that called for married adulterers to be stoned to death 
and for other unacceptable conduct to be punished with 
flogging – 100 lashes each for homosexual acts and for 
adulterous extra-marital consensual sexual relations.  
Aceh's Islamic Criminal Code directly contravenes 
Indonesia's obligations under International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and also the UN 
Convention Against Torture to which Indonesia 
acceded in 2006.  Further, the new law fails to 
criminalise marital rape and introduces discriminatory 
and unjust evidentiary requirements to prove rape.  Nor 
does it provide victims of violence or abuse with clear 
channels for redress.  Gender justice is still elusive for 
many especially for women. 
 


