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Geeta Thapa falters when she talks about her future, “There are many 
pursuing me… and… I haven’t been able to say ‘yes.’” 

So why is an attractive, independent 22 year-old reluctant to commit 
to marriage? Geeta believes if she reveals her “secret” no one will 
love her, yet if she does not how will this diminutive young woman bear 
the enormous weight of her past and move into a brighter future?

She was sixteen-and-a-half when the Rescue Foundation pulled her 
out of Mumbai’s dangerous network of gated brothels. For three 
years she had lived in a series of windowless single bedrooms. A 
prisoner condemned to sex-work, when she was fi nally pulled out 
from that hell all she could think about was revenge.

Geeta’s story offers a microcosm of the major dilemma facing the 
victims of child traffi cking around the world: how do young girls who 
have endured so much at such a young age, girls sold into sexual 
slavery, successfully rehabilitate and reintegrate into society, into 
families, into workplaces? 

Social reintegration often feels like the forgotten end of the anti-
traffi cking spectrum. To hunt down and charge traffi ckers and brothel 
owners takes enormous time and resources, so when it comes to 
preparing former victims for life after the streets many organizations 
seem to run out of steam. To confuse matters further, there is not 
a clearly defi ned model for successful reintegration— or even a 
consensus on what success might mean. 

Exacerbating the issue is the fact that traffi cked girls are at a great 
risk of re-traffi cking and further exploitation. Most young victims 
have little or no education and invariably come from broken or very 

Red-lighting 
India’s Brothels
Where to from here…

WENDY CHAMPAGNE
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March is International Women’s Month. 
And what better way is there to celebrate 
the contributions to our planet of more 
than 50% of the world’s people than 
to offer them a full 1/12 of the year as 
a token of gratitude. Yes, a whopping 
31 days— note that Women were not 
short changed with one of those 30-day 
months like September, which incidentally 
and without a hint of bitterness, is 
(seriously and sadly) Be Kind to Editors 
& Writers Month, nor were they offered 
the diminutive February like those who 
are unfortunate enough to be (again 
seriously and sadly, but for altogether 
different reasons) rescued rabbits in 
need of adopting or sweet potatoes. 

Within these 31 days of plenty, highlights 
are sure to include March 8th, which is 
International Working Women’s Day as 
well as the Day For Women’s Rights 
And International Peace. Now, women 
have the reputation of being deft multi-
taskers but surely this is asking too much 
of them— although I’m sure if they were 
given the week. March 9th, mind you, 
may be a let down following the lofty 
ambitions of its predecessor: it is Barbie 
Day. Eerily, it is also Get Over It Day. 

Please forgive the jocular tone of a piece 
that is attempting to deal with an issue 
of primary importance to the wellbeing 

of our species, but it would be remiss 
to ignore the fact that it is also (ahem) 
International Mirth Month. But seriously 
folks, as it is also Small Press Month 
(thanking in advance those wishing to 
support this noblest of causes) this is 
an ideal forum to reflect upon all the 
progress that has been made over 
the past century in terms of extending 
fairness to the fairer sex. Why, way back 
in 1911 women were only permitted a 
single day in March— and prior to that 
they had none all year. That’s a 365-fold 
increase in less than 100 years! 

Lend me your ears (it is International 
Listening Awareness Month too) and then 
decide whether the remaining 11 months 
of the year should be used alternately 
between patting each other on the back 
for our magnificent generosity and resting 
proudly on the laurels of a job well done. 
According to UN figures:

•  Of the 1 billion poorest people, 600 
million of them are women

• Of the 960 million illiterate adults, two-
thirds of them are women

•  Each year 500,000 women die 
unnecessarily during childbirth

•  Only 16% of elected government 
officials around the world are women

This makes for grim reading— and these 
figures are but the tip of the proverbial 

iceberg. Fortunately, whomever it is that 
decides these things decreed it to be 
International Ideas Month to boot. My 
idea? I humbly suggest that we forget 
this business of marking everything we 
care about— everything that can help the 
greater-good— on a calendar. 

Rampant calendarization risks trivializing 
those issues that are actually of 
paramount importance; reducing them to 
factoids, converting them into minutiae, 
losing them in the herd, pouring them 
into the humdrum of the news cycle. 

Like comets trapped in our orbit, they 
reappear with great fanfare at regular 
intervals, whereupon our collective 
conscience mulls over whatever the 
issue may happen to be that particular 
day/month/year so that we can all 
promise, with earnest verve and to 
rapturous applause, to address it. 

Midnight strikes; the spell is broken. 
The twelfth toll bids the issue to return 
from whence it came to be replaced by 
the next one. But don’t worry, that same 
issue— still, of course, unresolved— will 
come back to our skies again. And when 
it does, it will be brighter than ever. Until, 
one day, the gravity is such that it falls 
clear out of the sky and onto our heads.  

Fear not, gentle reader, there is hope. 
After all, March is Optimism Month. And 
April? It is Informed Women Month.

Peace on Earth by 2010 
Well, 2009 is the International Year of Reconciliation.
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INTERNATIONAL

Wealthy states and multinational 
corporations are buying up long-term 
leases on sizeable tracts of farmland 
in developing countries. Inspired by 
the recent food crisis, it has become a 
veritable bonanza that reeks of colonialism 
and risks disastrous consequences.

Saudi Arabia has gained control of around 
1.6 million hectares of land in Indonesia, 
which is the equivalent of approximately 
three quarters of Québec’s cropland. 
Together with the United Arab Emirates, 
Saudi Arabia has also appropriated 1.4 
million hectares in countries like Pakistan 
and Sudan. The Persian Gulf states have 
their sights set on Turkey, Kazakhstan, 
Cambodia, the Philippines, and Uganda. 
The objective is to guarantee the supply of 
cereals to those investing countries whose 
water scarcity limits their agricultural 
production. 

In Tanzania, over the course of less than 
a year, international producers of biofuels 
have acquired 11 million hectares— 
practically an eighth of the country— to 
grow plants that will produce biofuels 
destined for export. Among them is the 
British company Sunbiofuels, which has 
acquired over 40,000 hectares in order 
to cultivate jatropha for energy production 
after having ousted the farmers, who 
themselves received scant compensation. 
As the Financial Times pointed out when 
it reported the event, it will be very difficult 
for the Tanzanian government to recover 
this land for food production since the 
lease is valid for 99 years. 

In Madagascar, the South Korean 
company Daewoo had negotiated the 99-
year lease of nearly one and a half million 
hectares with the Malagasy government. 
The plan was to cultivate corn, with a 
targeted annual production of 5.5 million 
tonnes in 2023 intended for export to 

South Korea. This Asian state currently 
imports 11 million tonnes of corn each 
year, mainly from the United States. To 
this was added the production of palm oil. 
To bring the project to fruition, Daewoo 
intended to bring the majority of its 
workforce from South Africa. The anger 
provoked by revelations surrounding 
the agreement between the corporation 
and the Malagasy government, and the 
arrogant attitude the company displayed 
when justifying its approach, put an end 
to the plan. 

These examples represent only a small 
sample in a worldwide phenomenon 
involving governments, corporations, and 
investment trusts. The buyers include 
European countries (the United Kingdom, 
Sweden), as well as Asian states (China, 
South Korea, Japan), and oil-exporting 
countries (the Persian Gulf states, Libya) 
along with companies from emerging 
states (Brazil, India). The targeted 
countries are also dispersed over nearly 
every continent: Latin America (Paraguay, 
Argentina), Asia (Burma, Cambodia, 
Laos, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, 
Vietnam), Central Europe (Ukraine), Africa 
(Senegal, Mali, Malawi, Uganda, Sudan, 
Tanzania).

These non-exhaustive lists only serve to 
illustrate a trend that is taking on worrying 
proportions. Countries and companies 
that invest in— and control large tracts 

of— agricultural land are guided by various 
motives: to guarantee food security, to 
increase the production of biofuels, or 
simply, in an era of financial crisis, to invest 
in what appears to be the best long-term 
venture for speculative funds. 

Almost 50 years after the great waves 
of decolonization, the agricultural land 
in developing countries is increasingly 
becoming the subject of a new takeover 
by foreign interests. It was the rejection of 
a new colonialism that scuttled the South 
Korean project in Madagascar, but even 
if this retreat shows that mobilization may 
impede the success of such projects, it is 
currently a mere exception in a movement 
that is gaining momentum.

If the agricultural legacy of developing 
countries gives rise to such concessions, 
it is because of the dependence of these 
countries on foreign investment. It is easy 
to paint the economic benefits in glowing 
colours to local farmers, particularly in 
regards to the dissemination of new 
agricultural practices and technologies. 
This is especially true since many 
countries still have not adopted a land 
tenure system that provides title deeds 
to farmers. Many of them still depend on 
complex and often arbitrary customary 
rights for access to land. In other countries, 
the control of most of the land by a tiny 

Southern 
Food: All 
You Can Eat
This Land is My Land

GUY DEBAILLEUL
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poor households. The natural response 
of organizations in India, where girls 
are provided for and protected by their 
families until marriage, is to offer safety, 
shelter, and basic needs to rescued girls: 
the welfare model. 

“There are two alternatives for rescued 
girls,” according to Leena, the Rescue 
Foundation’s in-house counselor, “work 
or marriage, and many girls do not want 
to work.” 

Geeta’s Dilemma

For the last five years Geeta has vehemently 
guarded her “secret”, focusing instead on 
a personal crusade to bring her traffickers 
to justice. She returned to Mumbai, the 
scene of her worst nightmares, to work 
at the Rescue Foundation and conduct 
brothel raids in the hope that she would 
encounter her former brothel owners in 
the process. She was unsuccessful, yet 
her desire to live in the wide world and 
seek personal justice has brought her 
face-to-face with another major life issue: 
to marry or not to marry. 

Overcrowded and under-funded, the 
Rescue Foundation has chosen what they 
believe is a culturally appropriate solution 
for the mounting number of girls they 
rescue from Mumbai’s streets: marriage. 
When a girl’s legal case is finished its 
run through the courts, the Foundation’s 
director, Treveni Acharya, starts to vet 
prospective husbands.

In India, marriage is viewed as an essential 
part of the culture. Despite years of 
westernized global economy and culture 
swapping, 80 percent of all marriages 
are still arranged. For most young female 
trafficking victims there is little hope of ever 
returning home as that means going back 
to the place where the exploitation started. 
This puts the responsibility on organizations 
such as the Rescue Foundations to choose 
a future path for their wards.

“These girls are my children,” says 
Acharya, “they have been abandoned by 
their families, so in my culture I am their 
‘Mummy’. I want to make sure they are 
well provided for and secure.” 

Eighteen-year-old Aarti, a four-year 
resident of the rescue home, has her own 
perspective, “When I finish this year they 

are not going to keep me here. But if I get 
married only a husband who is like a God 
would want to take care of me. But what is 
my choice? Domestic work, go from here 
to there and wash dishes…”

Given the limited choices for girls from the 
brothels, there are a few compelling voices 
starting to call for a more enlightened 
approach, one that aims to provide tools 
for the girls to heal, and empowers them 

to build a future of their own making, to 
acquire adult, independent living, and job 
skills that can support them.

 “For the victims of violence and abuse 
living in NGO and state-run homes, 
rehabilitation continues to follow a 
stale routine: the usual counseling and 
vocational training in tailoring, block 
printing, and knitting. There are very few 
innovations in counseling techniques or 
finding new opportunities for the victims,” 
says Sohini Chakrabooty, a Kolkata-based 
sociologist and dance activist.

Chakrabooty belongs to a new wave 
of social thinkers who believe that true 
reintegration only works when children 
are actively, physically involved in their 
own healing. At Sanved, the NGO she 
founded 10 years ago, she uses dance 
and movement to transform young victims 

of sexual abuse from being “rehabilitative 
victims to proactive advocates… Someone 
who has made peace within her violated 
soul and is now ready to voice her concerns 
through physical movement,” she explains.

“Children traumatized from sexual 
exploitation often have negative attitudes 
towards their bodies and their lives, and 
must deal with negative stigma on a daily 
basis,” says Chakrabooty. “Children 
who live on the railway platforms 
and in slums face daily violence and 
aggression. They have to fight through 
daily activities in order to stay alive. 
This type of life keeps the children from 
loving their bodies and minds.”

Both Geeta and Aarti recently participated 
in the making of a dance video— part of a 
larger project called Red Light Bhangra— 
to air on MTV-style stations in India and 
around the world. The girls spent close to 
two weeks training with Montreal-based 
choreographer Nancy Leduc, who guided 
them through a series of exercises designed 
to help them “re-appropriate” their bodies 
before working with them to choreograph a 
dance sequence designed to bring an anti-
trafficking message to the world.

Like Chakrabooty, Leduc strongly believes 
that dance movement is a powerful tool 
for rehabilitation and advocacy for young 
victims. Ultimately the most potent solution 
for young rescued girls may be a combination 
of both approaches: to create a secure and 
stable environment where they are given 
the real tools to learn to love their bodies 
and themselves, to find their unique voices, 
and then decide for themselves where they 
want their lives to lead. 

After the dance experience, Aarti was 
clear about what she wanted her future 
to look like, “I want to dance or act, I want 
to make some money and have a name as 
well. I don’t want more than that.”

For Geeta, the road ahead is not as 
obvious. She still agonizes over her 
deepest secret. After her childhood 
slavery in Mumbai’s Red Light area she 
became a prisoner of a different sort. She 
is currently living with HIV/Aids.

Wendy Champagne is a writer, director, 
and producer. She recently produced 
the documentary The Red Light Bhangra 
Project.

INDIA
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A 2006 survey conducted in 
Mumbai’s Red Light areas by the 
Indian Health Organization found that 
20 percent of the all the prostitutes 
working there are children.
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She was ranked 59th in the Forbes list 
of the 100 most powerful women last 
year, only just behind Queen Elizabeth 
II, whose great-great grandmother, 
Queen Victoria, once subsumed India 
to the British crown. The media call her 
the Dalit Queen, but she simply calls 
herself by her given name, Mayawati. 
She is currently chief minister of one 
of India’s most important electoral 
provinces, Uttar Pradesh, and it is 
widely reported that she has her eyes 
set on the prime minister’s seat in the 
upcoming general elections.

India is no stranger to female politicians 
or heads of government; ever since 
independence, the country has had 
prominent female figures in politics: 
India’s first mission to the United Nations 
was led by Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, who 
later became the first female President 
of the United Nations General Assembly 
in 1953; Indira Gandhi became prime 
minister of India as far back as 1966. 
However, it is doubtful as to whether 
either of these two women could have 

climbed to the heights they did if they 
were not related to India’s first prime 
minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, who was the 
brother of Vijaya and the father of Indira. 
Even today the most powerful woman in 
Indian politics, Sonia Gandhi, is from the 
Nehru-Gandhi family. She is the widow 
of Nehru’s grandson Rajiv Gandhi.

No wonder then that in 1995, a Dalit 
woman’s election as the chief minister 
of India’s largest province, Uttar 
Pradesh, was seen as an historic 
break from this mould. Besides her 
lack of famous relatives, Mayawati 
had overcome two other obstacles of 
truly Himalayan proportions: gender 
and caste.

In Mayawati’s traditional family, 
sons were always preferred. In her 
autobiography, Mayawati tells of how 
her father gave her brothers the best 
education he could (because they 
would carry forward the family name) 
while leaving her and her sisters to a 
poorly run government school. That 
Mayawati went on to get university 

degrees in law and education was in 
spite of the odds.

Mayawati’s greatest struggle came 
from her caste. In India’s 3,000-year-
old caste system, the Dalits, or 
untouchables as they used to be 
known, fell outside of the pyramid 
of respectable trades. They were 
India’s slaves— condemned to do the 
labour that caste Hindus didn’t want 
to do, such as cleaning toilets and 
disposing of corpses. Until Mahatma 
Gandhi changed the rule, Dalits were 
considered to be too impure to be 
allowed inside temples. They were not 
even allowed to fetch water from the 
same well as caste Hindus.

Analysts credit Mayawati’s rise to her 
shrewd political alliances. She began 
her career by inciting the Dalits, 
her biggest voter base, against the 
high-caste Brahmins. Along the way, 
realizing that she couldn’t defeat 
rival political parties without Brahmin 
support, she went on to embrace them 
as well.

Apart from shifting political alliances, 
Mayawati also has a penchant for 
ostentation, which has earned her 
the sobriquet Dalit Queen. Her taste 
in clothes and jewellery is often 
commented upon and her birthday is 
celebrated as a de facto public holiday 
in the province.

Many Dalits in Uttar Pradesh 
consider Mayawati their hero. She 
has championed a development 
programme for a number of villages 
that, as a result, will benefit from good 
roads, public amenities, and safe 
drinking water. Her critics, on the other 
hand, think she hasn’t done enough; 
they accuse her of spending public 
money on self-aggrandisement.

Uttar Pradesh has the biggest single 
bloc of parliamentary seats and most of 
the country’s previous prime ministers, 
including the Nehru-Gandhi family. 
Following the upcoming  elecitions in 
May, it could be Mayawati’s turn to move 
to Delhi. And in so doing, she will surpass 
her fellow monarch on the Top 100.

Nachammai Raman is a contributor 
to the Christian Science Monitor.

India’s Queen-in-Waiting
Changing the Meaning of Untouchable

NACHAMMAI RAMAN



GUATEMALA

Juana Mendez is an indigenous Mayan 
and mother of 11 children. Illiterate 
and speaking only K’iche’, she lives 
below the poverty line in a rural area 
of Guatemala. Following the discovery 
of opium plants near her home in 
December of 2004, Juana was arrested 
and arbitrarily imprisoned. One month 
after her arrest, she was brought to 
the Nebaj regional police station in the 
province of Quiché, where she spent the 
night before making her first statement 
in court the next day. During the night, 
at least two intoxicated police officers 
sexually assaulted her, threatening her 
life in order to keep her silent. 

Despite their threats, Juana denounced 
them the next day. After an investigation 
marked by attacks and intimidation, the 
rape trial began more than three years 
later in February of 2008. A police 
officer was accused of rape and abuse 
of authority. On April 16 2008, for the 
first time ever, an officer of the National 

Police was found guilty of raping a 
prisoner; he was sentenced to 20 years 
in prison. The other officer accused is 
still on the run. The charges against 
Juana were eventually dropped for lack 
of evidence.

Widespread Abuse  
and Impunity
Such assaults are widespread in 
Guatemala: approximately three out 
of four female prisoners are victims 
of sexual abuse by police officers or 
prison guards. Although nearly half of 
the victims denounce their abusers, 
prior to 2007, no charges had ever been 
pressed against a police officer for 
having raped a prisoner. The widespread 
impunity in Guatemala applies to all 
violations of women’s rights. Less than 
one percent of women’s murders end in 
trials and only sixty percent of cases are 
investigated. Furthermore, the lack of 
access to justice is exacerbated when 
the victims are from Mayan, rural, and 
poor communities.

For many years, Guatemala has ranked 
first in the Americas in terms of feminicide. 
The Centre for Human Rights Legal 
Action (CALDH) defines this term as “a 
combination of repeated and systematic 
violations of women’s rights and a state of 
misogynist violence resulting in assaults, 
attacks, abuse, and in the most extreme 
cases, the brutal murder of women.” 
Since 2001, approximately 4,000 
women have died from acts of violence. 
The majority of the victims showed signs 
of torture and/or sexual assault. 

Feminicide and impunity are the legacy 
of the country’s armed internal conflict 
(1960-1996); throughout this conflict, 
Mayan women were considered 
enemies of the anti-insurrectionist and 
genocidal Guatemalan state due to their 
contributions to the physical and cultural 
reproduction of Mayan society. Most 
female victims suffered sexual abuse 
and torture, and the majority of these 
unpunished assaults were committed 
by the Guatemalan army. 

Juana Mendez demonstrated 
uncommon strength in her 3-year 
pursuit of justice. Her efforts finally 
put an end to the ongoing cycle of 
impunity. “I want justice to be done,” 
she proclaims, “I don’t want any other 
women to live what I lived, because it’s 
an injustice.”

The numerous women’s organizations 
that supported Juana also hope that the 
trial and its verdict will help bring an end 
to impunity. In a country where violence 
against women is so pronounced, this 
is a critical precedent. It will, however, 
not lead to significant change without 
the will of the Guatemalan state, which 
for the time being fails to take sufficient 
action to improve justice and respect for 
women’s rights.

Doiron works in Guatemala for various 
social movements with ACOGUATE.

Guenette travels to Guatemala 
frequently as a supervisor with the 
Project Accompagnement Quebec-
Guatemala.

Breaking 
the Cycle of 
Impunity in 
Guatemala
Who will police the police?

FABIENNE DOIRON and 
LURENCE GUENETTE
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I want to start by quoting a South African 
who emphatically stated as far back as 
1963 that “Israel is an apartheid state.” 
Those were not the words of Nelson 
Mandela, Archbishop Tutu or Joe Slovo, 
but were uttered by none other than the 
architect of apartheid itself, racist Prime 
Minister, Dr. Hendrik Verwoerd.

He was irked by the criticism of apartheid 
policy and Harold Macmillan’s “Winds of 
Change” speech, in contrast to the West’s 
unconditional support for Zionist Israel.

To be sure Verwoerd was correct. Both 
states preached and implemented a 
policy based on racial ethnicity; the 
sole claim of Jews in Israel and whites 
in South Africa to exclusive citizenship; 
monopolised rights in law regarding the 
ownership of land, property, business; 
superior access to education, health, 
social, sporting and cultural amenities, 
pensions and municipal services at 
the expense of the original indigenous 
population; the virtual monopoly 
membership of military and security 
forces, and privileged development 
along their own racial supremacist lines 
- even both countries marriage laws 
designed to safeguard racial “purity”.

The so-called “non-whites” in apartheid 
South Africa, indigenous Africans, others 
of mixed race or of Indian origin - like 
second or third class non-Jews in Israel 
- were consigned to a non-citizenship 
status of Kafkaesque existence, subject 
to bureaucratic whims and the laws 
prohibiting their free movement, access 
to work and trade, dictating where they 
could reside and so forth.

Verwoerd would have been well aware 
of Israel’s dispossession of indigenous 
Palestinian in 1948 - the year his 
apartheid party similarly came to power 

- of the unfolding destruction of their 
villages, the premeditated massacres 
and the systematic ethnic cleansing.

Within a few short years the apartheid 
regime was ruthlessly clearing South 
Africa’s cities and towns of so-called 
“black spots” - where the “non-whites” 
lived, socialised, studied and traded - 
bulldozing homes, loading families onto 
military trucks, and forcibly relocating them 
to distant settlements. Unlike the “native 
reserves” - soon to be reconstituted 
as Bantustans - not too far away from 
industrial areas because the economy 
thrived on a quota of cheap black labour.

Whilst he did not live to see the division 
of Palestinian territory after the Six Day 
War, and the subsequent creation of 
miniscule Bantustans in the West Bank 
and Gaza, he would have greatly admired 
and approved of the machinations that 
enclosed the Palestinians in their own 
ghettoised prisons. This after all was 
the Verwoerdian grand plan, and the 
reason why Jimmy Carter could so 
readily identify the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories as being akin to apartheid. In 
fact the Bantustans consisted of 13% 
of apartheid South Africa, uncannily 
comparable to the derisory, ever 
shrinking pieces of ground Israel is 
consigning to the Palestinians.

A further comment about the Bantustans. 
When I visited Yasser Arafat in his 
virtually demolished headquarters in 
Ramallah as part of a South African 

delegation in 2004, he pointed around 
him and said “See this is nothing but a 
Bantustan!” No, we responded, pointing 
out that no Bantustan, in fact not even 
our townships, had been bombed by 
warplanes, pulverised by tanks. To a 
wide-eyed Arafat we pointed out that 
Pretoria pumped in funds, constructed 
impressive administration buildings, even 
allowed for Bantustan airlines to service 
the Mickey Mouse capitals in order to 
impress the world that they were serious 
about so-called “separate development.”

What Verwoerd admired too was the 
impunity with which Israel exercised 

state violence and terror to get its way, 
without hindrance from its Western 
allies, increasingly key among them the 
USA. What Verwoerd and his ilk came 
to admire in Israel, and seek to emulate 
in the southern African region, was the 
way the Western powers permitted an 
imperialist Israel to use its unbridled 
military with impunity in expanding its 
territory and holding back the rising tide of 
Arab nationalism in its neighbourhood.

After the Six Day War, Verwoerd’s 
successor John Vorster, infamously 
stated: “The Israelis have beaten the 
Arabs before lunchtime. We will eat the 
African states for breakfast.”

But it was not only the racial doctrine of 
Israel that excited apartheid’s leaders, 
it was the use of the biblical narrative 
as the ideological rationale to justify its 
vision, aims and methods.

Israeli 
Apartheid
Who said nearly 50 years 
ago that Israel was an 
Apartheid State?

RONNIE KASRILS

OPINION



To improve the gender equity at the 
College of Engineering and Technology, 
dedicated members of the University 
of Dar es Salaam’s Gender Center 
began the Special Pre-Entry Program 
in 2004, which immediately increased 
the percentage of female students to 
15.5% in the academic year 2004-
2005 (up from 7.3% in 2002-2003). 
In the academic year of 2007-2008, 
24.5% of students in engineering 
were female. The program achieved 
this increase in enrolment by allowing 
girls with low marks coming out of 
secondary school to undergo eight 
weeks of intensive, targeted training 
in engineering science, mathematics, 

chemistry and communication skills. 
The College of Engineering and 
Technology then reserves a certain 
number of places for admission in its 
different degree programs for the girls 
that pass an examination at the end of 
the training session.

Although girls and boys are enrolling to 
the same extent in primary school and 
early secondary school in Tanzania, 
girls face more difficulties than boys in 
terms of attendance and performance. 
To begin with, girls in Tanzania are more 
limited than boys by the large distances 
that need to be walked in order to 
reach school in the rural areas, and 
by the harassment by adults they are 
subjected to on their way to school in 
the urban areas. Also, when they come 
home from school, girls are also more 
likely to have to do domestic chores 
or to take care of ill family members, 
and therefore have less time to devote 
to their homework than boys do. Girls 
are also not as encouraged to do well 
in mathematics and physics, and are 

often told by family members and by 
their peers that the hard sciences are 
too difficult for them. 

As you advance in secondary education 
in Tanzania, the increasing gender gap in 
enrolment is made worse by the problem 
of teenage pregnancy because schools 
are currently obligated by Tanzanian law 
to expulse them. Teachers Interviewed 
have also indicated that teenage girls are 
dropping out of school because of early 
marriage, particularly in rural areas.

The underlying assumption of the 
program is that some girls may 
under-perform at the secondary 
level because of the poor quality of 
education. The program therefore 
aims to allow the girls to benefit from 
targeted, quality education in the 
subjects most important for success 
in an engineering degree program. 

What is exceptional about the 
Special Pre-Entry Program is its 
comprehensiveness in its efforts 
to create the right environment for 
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the pre-entry girls to perform once 
they are admitted. More than just 
granting entry into the College, 
the Gender Center has given the 
girls the tools to perform well in 
engineering, including textbooks and 
supplementary classes, as well as 
tangential programs and initiatives 
that work towards creating a gender 
sensitive environment. Perhaps 
the most important initiative is the 
availability of scholarships for tuition 
and board that are tailored for girls in 
the pre-entry program who are socio-
economically disadvantaged. 

All faculty members interviewed 
agreed that they could not distinguish 
between pre-entry and direct-entry 
students in terms of performance in 
the classroom. In fact, the majority 
of faculty members declared that 
some of their best students entered 
through the pre-entry program. The 
Acting Principal of the College 
of Engineering and Technology 
points out that some girls from the 
program performed so well that they 
are currently working as teaching 

assistants or laboratory assistants in 
the College. 

An analysis comparing the grade 
point averages of the male students, 
the few female students who entered 
the College directly, and female 
students who entered through 
the pre-entry program confirmed 
this impression: although female 
students entering through the pre-
entry program perform less well 
than their peers in their first year, the 
margin of difference in performance 
is decreased in correlation with years 
in the program. There is no significant 
difference at all by the fourth year. 

One of the most striking results 
of the program is the change in 
cultural attitudes that it has ushered 
in. Predictably, the girls in the first 
cohort were the ones who faced 
the greatest challenges. Because 
the academic environment strongly 
values merit, they described that in 
their first year some of their male 
classmates and their teachers had 
negative reactions to their presence. 
There was an overall feeling that the 

girls had gotten into the college by 
a “back door” and that they would 
lower the standard of the engineering 
education. However, by the second 
year, the beneficiaries described 
that most of the negative reactions 
had stopped. Interviews with faculty 
members and students confirm 
that the program is currently well-
regarded within the college. 

Another, more subtle, impact is 
that “it empowers girls and gives 
them opportunities,” as mentioned 
by a third year student who was a 
beneficiary of the program. Some of 
the girls that were interviewed while 
undergoing the pre-entry training 
noted that they would not be able to 
access a university education were it 
not for this program. And as success 
breeds success, many of the original 
cohort are now preparing for their 
Master’s degrees.

Laura Pilozzi-Edmonds holds 
a Bachelor of Arts and Science in 
Biomedical Science with minors in 
Social Studies of Medicine and African 
Studies from McGill University.
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The heated debate over African migration 
to the European Union (EU) is cast in 
divisive, hyperbolic terms. Depending 
on one’s national affiliation or political 
leanings, the undocumented migrants 
who undertake the journey across 
the Mediterranean Sea from Northern 
Africa to Southern Europe represent a 
security crisis or a humanitarian crisis. 
The solution is either to tighten borders 
or to tear down walls. Migrants— and 
Europeans— are caricaturized as villains 
or victims. 

These simplistic, discursive tactics 
are effective at generating support for 
either side of the debate. They also 
deflect attention from the urgency and 
possibility of developing a common 
EU immigration policy that takes into 
account member states’ economic 
reality as well as migrants’ rights. 

Those on either side of the debate 
agree that the status quo is untenable, 
albeit for different reasons. Migrant 
advocacy groups deplore the loss of 
life and rights violations that have come 
to characterize the Mediterranean 

migration phenomenon. The International 
Centre on Migration Policy Development 
estimates that 10,000 individuals have 
died trying to reach Southern Europe 
in overcrowded and poorly navigated 
vessels in the past ten years. Those who 
survive sometimes spend days adrift 
while EU and Northern African states 
deflect the responsibility for rescuing 
them onto one another.

The United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) has stressed the 
particular vulnerability of asylum seekers 
in mixed migratory flows across the 
Mediterranean. Among the thousands 
of migrants from as far away as Somalia, 
Sudan, and Nigeria attempting to 
reach Spanish, Italian, Maltese, and 
Greek shores each month, there are 
many with a legitimate claim to asylum. 
However, refugees and undocumented 
economic migrants arriving together are 
difficult to distinguish from one another 
and are frequently given the blanket 
categorization of ‘illegal immigrants’ by 
receiving countries. They are treated 
accordingly: as criminal entities with no 
story and, all too often, no rights. 

When undocumented migrants arrive 
at their borders, EU member states 
typically deport them or detain them 
while their applications are processed. 
Migrants have been turned away en 
masse and forced to return to transit or 
origin countries before they could file a 
claim for protection, in violation of their 
rights under the UN Convention Relating 
to the Status of Refugees. Detention 
centers are often overcrowded and 
under-resourced, and Human Rights 
Watch has noted several instances of 
dehumanizing treatment of migrants, 
including children, by border and 
detention centre personnel. 

Migrants who are granted the right to 
stay in an EU member state face limited 
prospects of economic and social mobility. 

Critics of EU immigration policy view 
the increased visibility of far-right, anti-
immigration political parties, the media’s 
tendency to associate immigration with 
rising crime, religious radicalism and 
terrorism, and declining public support 
for immigration as evidence that current 
policies are producing an underclass 
of African migrants who are shunned 
by an increasingly intolerant European 
populace. 

Images of a Fortress Europe bent on 
keeping foreigners out are provocative, 
but not entirely accurate. They fail to 
acknowledge Europe’s status as the 
world’s primary recipient of asylum 
seekers and do not account for the tens 
of thousands of African, Chinese, Indian 
and South American immigrants that 
EU states receive each year through 
regular immigration channels. Nor do 
they consider Spain’s extension of legal 
residency to 700,000 undocumented 
migrants in 2005 alone. 

Criticism of the EU’s Southern member 
states must also be contextualized; 
the UNHCR has acknowledged that 
receiving countries’ capacity to cope 
with the migratory pressure at their 
borders is waning. In 2006, 30,000 
undocumented migrants arrived on 
the shores of the Canary Islands. The 
150 residents of the Greek island of 
Agathonis were overwhelmed by the 
arrival of 4,100 undocumented migrants 
in 2008. The Maltese government has 
processed 11,500 migrants in the past 
seven years— the equivalent of nearly 
1.7 million newcomers to France or 
Italy. Calls for Northern EU states to 
share the burden have encountered 
resistance, even while those countries 
alternately criticize Southern states for 
their porous borders and disregard for 
migrants’ welfare.

The migratory challenges facing 
Southern EU states are complex, 
but they cannot justify human rights 
violations, and granting asylum to 
some does not absolve the EU of 
its responsibility to others under 
international law. An acceptance of 
that responsibility must be the basis 
of a far-sighted, structured and fair 
immigration system that creates flexible 
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minority prevents farmers from having 
sufficient farmland on which to subsist. 
In Paraguay, for instance, more than 75% 
of agricultural land is owned by less than 
1% of the population. In such situations of 
land inequality or insecurity, it is easier to 
displace the farmers in order to facilitate 
large-scale projects.

In contrast, most western countries have 
tended for several decades to enact 
laws that are more or less restrictive on 
the subject of the purchase of farmland 
by foreigners. In the United States, no 
fewer than 28 states have legislation 
that limits opportunities for acquisition of 
land by non-residents. The same is true 
for the majority of Canadian provinces. 
In Manitoba or Saskatchewan, a non-
resident or foreign company cannot own 
more than 20 hectares of agricultural land. 
There are similar restrictions in Australia, 
New Zealand and some European 
countries. The more vast the agricultural 
land and the sparser the population, the 
more obvious the need for protection, 
which explains why provinces with a 
high population density, like Ontario or 
Québec, have not felt as threatened by 
the purchase of land by foreigners. 

This movement towards the acquisition 
of agricultural land by foreign interests, 
whether they are from Western states, 
Gulf states, or emerging states, has an 
undeniable air of neo-colonialism. At a 
time when— thanks to the food crisis— the 
international community finally realizes that 
it has neglected agriculture in developing 
countries for too long, the confiscation 
of part of their land holdings to meet the 
needs of the richest countries, sends 
a signal that is decidedly inconsistent 
with the efforts to give new impetus to 
agriculture in poor countries through 
cooperation and mobilization. 

In recent trade negotiations of the Doha 
Round, many developing countries have 
begun to counter the principle of trade 
liberalization with that of food sovereignty. 
Accordingly, they are claiming the right 
to define and implement the agricultural 
policies that they deem appropriate and to 
take the necessary steps to protect their 
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The early Dutch pioneers, the Afrikaners, 
had used Bible and gun as colonisers 
elsewhere, to carve out their exclusive 
fortress bastion in South Africa’s 
hinterland. Like the biblical Israelites they 
claimed to be “God’s chosen people” 
with a mission to tame and civilise the 
wilderness; disregarding the productivity 
and industriousness of people who had 
tilled the soil and traded for centuries 
- claiming it was only they who would 
make the land flow with milk and honey. 
They invoked a covenant with God to 
deliver their enemies into their hands 
and to bless their deeds. Until the advent 
of South Africa’s democracy, the racial 
history books generally taught that the 
white man arrived in South Africa more 
or less as the so-called “Bantu tribes” 
from the north were wandering across 
the Limpopo - South Africa’s border 
with Zimbabwe - and that they the were 
pioneer settlers in a land without people.

Such a colonial racist mentality which 
rationalised the genocide of the 
indigenous peoples of the Americas and 
Australasia, in Africa from Namibia to 
the Congo and elsewhere, most clearly 
has its parallels in Palestine.

What is so shameless about this 
anachronistic colonial barbarism is that 
Zionist Israel has been permitted by the 
West to aspire to such a goal even into 
the 21st Century.

RONNIE KASRILS is a South African 
politician. He has been a member of 
the Executive Committee of the African 
National Congress since 1987.

Israeli Apartheid  
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agricultural resources. It is under these 
conditions that their own food security will 
be possible. Faced with this rush towards 
their agricultural land, food sovereignty 
means finding ways to control the basic 
resource necessary to meet food needs, 
namely farmland.

Guy Debailleul holds the Chair in 
International Development from Laval 
University and is president of Plan 
Nagua.

and accessible channels for migrants’ 
and asylum seekers’ entry, residency 
and employment in EU member states. 
As low fertility rates and an ageing 
population create a labour shortage in 
the EU, a policy based on letting people 
in is becoming an economic— as well 
as an ethical— necessity. 

It is therefore counterintuitive that even 
as the current Czech Presidency of 
the EU promotes a Europe without 
barriers, the October 2008 European 
Pact on Immigration emphasizes 
heightened border security, fewer 
mass regularizations of undocumented 
migrants, and common procedures for 
deporting migrants. Those aspects of 
the Pact that promote legal avenues for 
economic migrants prioritize temporary 
migration and outline strict measures for 
ensuring that workers eventually return 
home. Encouragingly, highly skilled 
workers would receive special residence, 
employment and mobility rights under 
a proposed ‘Blue Card’ scheme— but 
these concessions are unlikely to affect 
the migrants currently risking their life to 
reach Europe each year.

Despite hard-won successes in certain 
areas of supranational competency, the 
EU is still a collection of member states 
fiercely protective of their interests 
and identities. This is never clearer 
than when it comes to deciding who 
gets in. To be effective, a common 
immigration policy will therefore have to 
go hand in hand with an earnest political 
commitment to facilitating migrants’ 
integration and a public discourse that 
fosters acceptance of diversity rather 
than fear of difference. It means that 
EU citizens must embrace the idea of a 
common identity based on tolerance and 
universalism not just in principle, but in 
practice. This will not require any state 
to sacrifice its security or its citizens’ 
wellbeing, but it necessitates a common 
respect for the human dignity of those 
searching for the safety and opportunity 
that has been denied to them at home— 
whether they come from Eastern Europe 
or Sub-Saharan Africa.

Marie-Adele Cassola is on the editorial 
board of Alternatives International 
Journal.



The September 11 2001 Al-Qaeda 
terrorist attacks shook the White 
House into a state of controlled 
panic and the nation into exhaustive 
asymmetric warfare. Worse, no 
one really knew if graver threats yet 
loomed. Led by George W. Bush’s 
itchy trigger finger and Dick Cheney’s 
nightmarish scenarios, this ignorance 
turned the ensuing counterterrorist 
war into a battle for the country’s 
soul. Jane Mayer’s The Dark Side 
is a well-documented and lucidly 
written testimony of how the Bush 
administration sacrificed the sacred 
habeas corpus. It will fascinate 
readers who were frustrated by the 
Administration’s reticence and want to 
know what happened from the inside. 

According to Mayer, the Bush 
administration first got obsessed with 
national security concerns; Bush’s 
hands-on policy caused the piling-
up on his desk of all raw intelligence 
reports concerning possible threats 
to America, but most of them were 
noise, that is, neither properly 
corroborated nor screened. That is 
when Mayer shows that mistakes 
were made. The cumulative effect of 
the reports was that the White House 
interpreted the terrorist threat as 
being so catastrophic that all means 
became justifiable to save America 
from terrorists. Lawrence Wilkerson, 
Colin Powell’s Former Chief of Staff, 
regrets that an apocalyptic scenario 
enabled Cheney et al. to strive for 

perfect security, allowing government 
officials to torture captives. Lawyers, 
security advisors, and many in the 
administration were involved in 
obsessive and oppressing means, 
making torture “the official law of the 
land.” Finally, the Geneva Conventions 
were violated and American ideals 
were mothballed. 

Mayer reports that the CIA leadership 
was staggering in its ineptitude; 
mistakes and deficiencies were the 
norm. Bush wanted “whatever it takes” 
and approved the Black Sites proposal 
to give the CIA “extralegal authority” 
to capture any suspect. 

American ideals crumbled when the 
collecting of evidence was essentially 
forfeited and suspects were stripped 
of their liberties with no solid legal 
basis. Mayer frets over the little 
amount of thought that was given to 
the implications of such a tectonic 
shift in core values. Democrats, 

British Intelligence, FBI, and some 
loyal Republican lawyers within the 
administration warned the Bush White 
House not to buy into an extralegal 
approach, as it would endanger the 
rule of law. But the Bush administration 
was too stubborn to step back and 
determinedly silenced all dissent, no 
matter how well-intentioned. 

Mayer laments that the Justice 
Department failed to temper the 
Bush administration’s discourse— let 
alone their policies. The department 
had become politicized; those 
who challenged the administration 
were marginalized, penalized, or 
dismissed altogether. Although 
Mayer understands, to a degree, the 
extreme measures taken in the context 
of the panic-filled days and weeks 
following the September 11 attacks, 
she cannot understand why the Bush 
administration’s counterterrorism 
policies remained largely frozen 
in place seven years after and 
despite their evident flaws— read 
contradictions. Guantanamo remained 
open and the military commission 
process was as ineffective as it was 
legally dubious. Add to these the 
human rights violations of Abu Ghraib 
and the CIA’s once-secret prisons, 
and the American creed of justice-for-
all seemed less a lofty promise than a 
menacing threat. 

The war on American idealism was 
not the work of a few rotten apples 
at the bottom, but rather the result 
of irresponsible leadership. Akin to 
Roosevelt’s internment of Japanese-
Americans during World War II, the 
Bush administration’s descent into 
torture is Mayer’s showcase of how 
fear and anxiety were exploited by 
zealots and fools. Despite all the 
gloom, she remains hopeful that the 
recent presidential election will prove 
a turning point in the years to come 
and that the US can return, once 
again, from the dark side.

Emrah Sahin is a PHd candidate 
at McGill University Department of 
History.
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