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In a world that seems so unfair, don't you wish that Ireland 
would stand up for justice? Yet there have been moments to be 
proud of when Ireland helped make a difference:

    against apartheid
    for the freedom of East Timor
    for debt cancellation

But these breakthroughs only happen because people - like you 
- demand change and make justice matter. 
For 34 years, Comhlámh (Irish for 'solidarity' and pronounced 
'co-law-ve') has been educating and campaiging for global 
justice in solidarity with the developing world.

Our members challenge the root causes of injustice and 
inequality - globally and locally.

Charity alone will 
never change the 
world

Sign up for membership at
www.comhlamh.org
Join our activist network at www.myspace.com/comhlamh

You can join in campaigns

    for Trade Justice
    against racism
     for aid that makes a difference

Comhlámh can also offer advice on overseas 
volunteering.

Join Comhlámh: take action for global justice

The views expressed herein are those of Comhlámh and 
can in no way be taken to reflect the official opinion of 
Irish Aid.
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Action: Campaign for 
a Just Debt Policy
A New Debt Crisis on the Horizon
The financial crisis is setting off alarm bells that people 
of the Global South will face yet another debt crisis. This 
latest crisis will worsen the difficulties of the poorest people 
in the world due to losses in aid, migrant remittances, 
demand for exports and increases in unemployment.

Now is a crucial time for global justice activists to fight 
for cancellation of debts. We need to ensure that financial 
support provided to Southern countries helps them through 
the crisis and does not get them deeper into debt.

Much of the existing debt was unjustly lent, with unfair terms 
and policy conditions attached, and has been repaid many times 
over due to continuous re-scheduling of debt repayments. The 
global debt cancellation movement is therefore renewing its 
call for the cancellation of debts; for justice between lenders 
and borrowers; and for the creation of a social and economic 
system that cherishes people and the environment over profit.

As a result of campaigning pressure, the Irish government 
has agreed to write a new international debt policy. So 
now is a unique opportunity to influence the future of 
Ireland’s role in decision making on international debt.

Join us in calling on the Irish government to 
ensure the new Debt Policy is a just one:

What is needed:
1.  More debt cancellation, free from conditions 

for all Southern countries that need it

2.  Recognition by Ireland, the EU, the World Bank and IMF of 
the responsibility of lenders in the creation of unjust debts

3. The establishment of debt audits in the Global South

4.  The establishment of an international taskforce 
on tackling historic, illegitimate debts

5.  Recognition of the climate debt owed to countries of the 
Global South and the need for grant based support (not 
loans) to Southern countries to cope with climate change.

What YOU can do:
Write a short note to your TDs and to the Minister for 
Finance (Brian Lenihan TD) and the Minister of State 
for Overseas Development (Peter Power TD) telling 
them that you want these issues addressed. Ideally either 
request a meeting with them or ask them to call you. 

You can find out who your TD is by checking 
the website http://www.contact.ie

Minister for Finance
Brian Lenihan TD
Department of Finance
Government Buildings
Upper Merrion Street
Dublin 2, Ireland
Email: minister@finance.gov.ie
Phone: 01 6767571
Locall: 1890 66 101

Minister of State for Overseas Development
Peter Power TD
Irish Aid
Irish Aid Department of Foreign Affairs
Riverstone House,
23 - 27 Henry Street, Limerick
Email: peter.power@dfa.ie
Telephone: 01 408 2000

For lots more information on this issue check 
out http://www.debtireland.org/

Bloom is:
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A New  
Debt Crisis 
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•  Zambia, which has already received debt cancellation 
once, could soon face another unsustainable debt 
burden due to the slump in copper prices

•  The Philippines looks as if it will not be able to re-
finance US$ 8 billion of its short-term debt

•  Bangladesh, which depends heavily on exporting 
garments to Europe and North America, will suffer a 
major fall in demand which could lead to a debt to-export 
ratio of almost 170% - a ratio too high to sustain.

[source Jubilee Debt Campaign UK]

And to make matters worse…
As the international climate negotiations approach in 
Copenhagen this December, rich countries are refusing to 
acknowledge their enormous climate debt to the Global South.

We are asking for 5 steps. Here’s why…

1. More debt cancellation, free from conditions 
for all Southern countries that need it

While Southern countries have benefited from some debt 
cancellation, it is not enough. For example, Kenya has 
not had its debts cancelled and therefore pays 20% of its 
national budget on debt repayments. This is despite the 
fact that the average life expectancy in Kenya is 52 years 
and one third of the population are undernourished. Even 
countries that have received some debt cancellation have 
had to implement damaging policy conditions, such as 
privatisation of water, imposed by the World Bank and IMF.

2. Recognition by Ireland, the EU, the World Bank and IMF 
of the responsibility of lenders in the creation of unjust debts

Many lenders have given loans on unfair terms and conditions, 
for damaging projects and with unjust policy conditions 
attached. These loans have not benefited the people of those 
countries, yet they pay the whole price. Even worse, many of 
these countries have repaid the loans many times over due to 
the constant rescheduling of their debts over decades. Lenders 
must admit their responsibility in creating such unjust loans. 

3. The establishment of debt audits in the Global South

Because many lenders will not admit their mistakes, social 
movements and some governments in the Global South are 

auditing their debts by examining their loan contracts. These 
audits should be supported politically and financially by 
Ireland so that any lender irresponsibility can be exposed.

4. The establishment of an international taskforce 
on tackling historic illegitimate debt

If the problem of illegitimate debt is to be adequately addressed 
there needs to be collective international action to cancel 
them. This could be achieved through the establishment of an 
international taskforce on the problem. The Government of 
Norway has already called for such a taskforce to be created.

5. Recognition of the climate debt owed to countries of the 
Global South and the need for grant based support (not 
loans) to southern countries to cope with climate change

Unbelievably, rich institutions like the World Bank are 
proposing the lending of money to Southern countries to help 
them cope with climate change. This is a disgrace, as those 
countries did not create the problem in the first place. The 
Irish government must ensure that rich countries take their 
responsibilities by giving additional grants to impoverished 
countries to cope with the impacts of climate change.

For more information on debt and the 
global campaign to cancel debts
www.debtireland.org 
www.eurodad.org
www.jubileesouth.org/news/About_Us.shtml
www.jubileedebtcampaign.org.uk
www.brettonwoodsproject.org
www.cadtm.org
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Dangers  
of cutting 
the wire  
Job losses by migrant workers in Ireland are having a huge impact on their 
families at home, write Jeannie McCann and Chloé Saint-Ville. 

Immigrants and the recession is a topic that has never 
been far from the headlines in recent months. From racist 
attacks and high levels of unemployment, to changes in 
work permit legislation, the “New Irish” communities 

are being heavily impacted by the global economic crisis. 

   The Migration Policy Institute, an independent think tank in 
Washington, analysed the difficulties experienced by migrants 
during the global crisis in a recent report. The report concluded 
that in Western countries, immigrants are more likely to lose 
their jobs first and there is a higher rate of unemployment 
in their community compared to the local community.      
The report outlines three reasons for this.  Immigrants 
often work in sectors that are sensitive to the market, such 
as construction and hospitality. They frequently work under 
seasonal or temporary contracts which offer little security and 
they can face discrimination when seeking employment.  A 
survey released by the Economic and Social Research Institute 
(ESRI) in May 2009 revealed that job candidates with Irish 
names were twice as likely to be called to interview as those 
with a non-Irish name, despite being equally qualified.    

The difficulties faced by immigrants in the West have a 
direct impact on their families at home. When immigrants 
lose jobs in Ireland, they cannot send money or remittance 
payments to relatives.  In some cases the remittance money 
is used for investment, but for the majority of recipients in 
the South it is used to supplement low incomes, for example 
to pay for food and education fees for the family.  

According to Dilip Ratha, a leading economist at the 
World Bank, remittance payments are considered more 
effective than aid as they target the specific needs of 
people and are sometimes the only source of income for 
families.  Global remittances in 2008 are estimated to 
have totalled US$283 billion, almost three times the figure 
of global development assistance of US$100 billion.

Despite the promises made at recent G20 summits, there has 
been a massive decrease in foreign direct investment (FDI) 
to the Global South as well as cuts to international aid. Given 
the ever-changing and unreliable nature of the flow of capital 
from rich countries to the Global South, remittances are 
viewed by many developmentalists as a more stable way of 
ensuring that families have control over their lives and that 
communities develop.  Immigrants determine how much to 
send and communities are not bound by conditions imposed 
by western governments and financial institutions.  

Now more than ever we need to 
send money to help our families 
but we are having problems getting 
our redundancy money and social 
welfare payments.
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Now more than ever we need to send 
money to help our families but we are 
having problems getting our redundancy 
money and social welfare payments.

The Migration Policy Institute report highlights the problem 
of reduced income for the large number of immigrants who 
came to countries such as Ireland, during the boom years. “As 
migrants in these countries lose their jobs and deplete their 
savings, remittances have begun to slow.  Developing countries 
with diasporas concentrated in these countries are most at risk.” 
   
You do not have to look far to see the human side of this in 
Ireland.  Jun (not his real name) is a 50-year-old Filipino man 
who has been living in Ireland for five years.  He left behind 
his wife and two children to come to Dublin.  Every month 
since he arrived he has sent home money to pay for the family 
home and for his children’s education. “Home will always be 
the Philippines but I can earn more money here to give my 
family a better life,” he says. That was until a month ago when 
the Asian restaurant he had been working in closed down.    
 
Members of Jun’s community have lost their jobs and 
also have family caught up in the recent mud slides in the 
Philippines. “Now more than ever we need to send money 
to help our families but we are having problems getting our 
redundancy money and social welfare payments,” says Jun. 
 

Jun’s testimony highlights that regardless of the difficulties 
here, immigrants want to stay on in Ireland in order to be 
able to continue sending at least a minimum amount of 
remittance payments home to ensure their families’ survival.  
For centuries, before the Celtic Tiger, families in Ireland relied 
heavily on remittance from overseas to survive, and to move 
out of poverty. In the post Celtic Tiger world, it would be 
wrong to forget the human side of migration. Remembering 
our own history makes it all the more urgent to campaign 
for humane and just migration policies, both domestically 
and internationally, which consider the global communities 
who depend on migrants for their survival and the complex 
reasons which cause people to move across the world.

Figure: Growth in Remittances (%)  

Source: Migration and Development Brief 10 July 2009, World Bank 

There has been a deceleration in remittances growth from 2007 coinciding with the beginning of the financial crisis. 
In 2009 remittance flows to developing countries are expected to decline but recover in 2010. The worse scenario case 
is a 10.1% decrease.

Base case -7.3%

Low case -10.1%25%

15%

5%

-5%

-15% 2005            2006            2007            2008            2009            2010             2011
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Risky 
Business
Maeve Galvin looks at why the hazards of aid work are  
on the increase.

T here has never been a more dangerous time to 
be an overseas aid worker. That’s according to 
those in the field and the latest research.

Two hundred and sixty humanitarian aid workers were 
killed, kidnapped or injured in violent attacks in 2008 
according to the Humanitarian Policy Group at the 
Overseas Development Institute in the UK. That’s the 
highest number recorded in the 12 years during which 
the group has been tracking the safety of aid workers. By 
comparison, in 2004, there were just 125 victims in total.

The 2008 fatality rate for aid and human rights workers (160) 
exceeds that of United Nations (UN) peace keeping troops. 
The incident rate for the UN’s international staff has actually 
decreased over the past three years, yet the number of attacks 
against aid workers has nearly doubled. There has also been a 
notable increase in the number of kidnappings. Approximately 
18 kidnappings a year were reported between 2003 and 
2006, rising up to about 57 a year for the past three years.

These figures, combined with two high profile Irish cases, 
that of GOAL worker Sharon Commins and missionary, 
Father Michael Sinnott, bring home the frightening truth; 
that politicisation of violence against aid operations is on the 
increase in certain countries. Traditionally aid workers were 
seen as neutral so why is it getting more difficult for them to 
go safely about their work? Mike Williams, head of Trócaire’s 
International Unit, says that the reasons for the rise in dangers 
are numerous: “For one thing, the small arms trade is increasing. 
I think the reason for that figure about UN peace keeping 
troops is basically because the peacekeepers have guns. Not 
all, but most aid agencies, have a policy of no guns; including 
Trócaire and unfortunately this can present opportunities.”

Another prevalent danger is aid workers being targeted for theft. 
Robert Stringer, a Camara volunteer from Co. Wicklow, was 
found dead following a mugging attack in Tanzania in August 
2009. International (expatriate) staff are perceived as more of 
a target for robbery because they are often seen to have more 
money. However, a trend in increasing casualty rates for national 
(locally hired) staff compared with expatriate staff has also been 
identified. Mike Williams says that this is probably down to the 
fact that there are more local staff employed in recent years. 

National Staff facing more danger?
Studies show that because national staff are perceived 
to be under less threat, they generally do not receive 
the same level of security protection as expatriate 
staff. Katherine Haver, of the Centre on International 
Cooperation in New York University, has been hugely 
critical of this. She says: “There tends to be a blanket 
assumption that local staff enjoy greater acceptance by 
the host community and therefore require fewer security 
measures overall. This has negative consequences, not 
only for local staff themselves but for the organisation as 
a whole. Local staff possess a wealth of knowledge and 
information about their area that is often not fully used 
by international organisations as a security resource.”

Haver says that the reasons for the security discrepancy 
may be cultural. “It may be due to barriers between 
international and national staff because of language, 
a distrust of national staff for fear they may pass 
information onto local belligerents or an otherwise 
dysfunctional organisational culture.”

This is a grave situation given that national staff also 
face various dangers, such as being targeted due to 
their affiliation with Westerners, Christian nations, a 
wealthy organisation or because they can be perceived 
to be helping ‘the enemy’. Local staff could also face 
kidnapping by people who believe that the NGO (non 
governmental organisation) will provide ransom 
money. In some cases local staff are also at a higher 
risk of suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder 
or depression than their expatriate colleagues, as the 
devastated areas they work in are their own communities, 
which can impact strongly on their sense of well-being.

Traditionally aid workers were seen 
as neutral, so why is it getting more 
difficult for them to go safely about 
their work?
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It is difficult to find statistics that make the distinction between 
aid workers and human rights workers. The latter account 
for a proportion of the rising number of attacks. This is 
perhaps because they are more likely to be targeted as they 
tend to work in politically unstable environments, and the 
nature of  human rights work means they may be targeted by 
government, military or other forces opposed to what they do. 

Last year, human rights activist Jestina Mukoko was abducted by 
the Zimbabwean government to silence her organisation’s (The 
Zimbabwe Peace Project) work of reporting injustices. Her case is 
just one example of an increasing number of cases where human 
rights work has been obstructed by governments. This situation 
has become particularly grave in Sudan in the past few years where 
the government has been using legislation and other forms of 
harassment to prevent human rights workers doing their jobs.

But for the typical aid worker, how real is the possibility of 
kidnapping? The research conducted by the Humanitarian 
Policy Group notes that attacks are becoming more politically 
motivated and non-nationals are deliberatly targeted in order 
to gain media attention. The case of Sharon Commins, an 
Irish GOAL aid worker kidnapped in Sudan last July along 
with her Ugandan colleague Hilda Kawuki, has brought 
the issue to the forefront of Irish people’s minds. 

Mike Williams says that kidnapping should be treated as a rare 
occurence. “We’ve never had anybody kidnapped. When it 
happens, it receives an awful lot of media attention but it’s really 
not something that you hear all the time. Agencies do give their 
workers full training in hostile environments which encompasses 
kidnapping so that they are as prepared as they possibly can be.”

Happily, both Sharon and Hilda, and Father Michael Sinott, an 
Irish missionary priest kidnapped in the Philippines recently, 
were released unharmed by their captors, much to the relief 
and delight of all those anxious for their fate. Are these high 
profile cases likely to turn Irish people off aid work?

Mike Williams doesn’t think the number of Irish people wanting 
to become aid workers will suffer: “I think numbers are likely 
to increase rather than decrease. Because of the economic 
situation here there are huge numbers of people wanting to go 

aid working. I don’t think that security fears are putting people 
off.” The numbers of those applying is thus rising, but by pure 
mathematics does this not mean that more people are at risk?

Prospective aid workers seem undeterred. Orlaith, who is 
hoping to travel to work in Ho Chi Min city shortly, says: 
“This is something that I’ve wanted to do my entire life. 
Of course I’m going to be careful and be as prepared as 
possible but I’m not going to let statistics put me off.”

The risk levels are high but the rising dangers are mostly 
in conflict zones. More than 60% of incidents in 2008 
occurred in Somalia, Afghanistan and Sudan (Darfur). 
Areas such as Malawi, Vietnam and Mozambique, among 
many others, are on the other hand considered quite safe. 

Aid agencies are increasingly looking for innovative solutions 
to overcome the danger and difficulties they face, while 
security management and training for workers is more 
sophisticated than ever. In addition most agencies are utterly 
stringent in their recruiting. Mike Williams says that in depth 
interviews and extensive training are necessary so that only 
the best possible candidates are employed.  Yet it has also been 
argued that some level of exposure to risk is unavoidable and 
may even be necessary to carry out aid work effectively.

Aid work has often been described as vocational and as with any 
vocation, the benefits outweigh the negative aspects for anyone 
who truly wants to engage in such a career. Mike Williams 
says that the number of people who come home early from a 
placement is slim to non-existent. Those who carry out aid work 
believe it is one of the most fulfilling ways to spend their life and 
idealistic or unrealistic depending on disposition, security fears 
have yet to deter people from their desire to make a difference. 

For more information and critical perspectives 
on volunteering overseas see:
http://www.volunteeringoptions.org

The fatality rate for aid workers is 
higher than UN Peace keepers.

We’ve never had anybody kidnapped. 
When it happens, it receives an 
awful lot of media but it’s really not 
something that you hear all the time

{ Aid Work } 
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Which Ethical?   

While the choices we make when shopping may 
seem insignificant compared to the challenges of 
global development, being able to shop ethically 
is important to many consumers in developed 

countries.  Elections and referenda come around once every 5 years 
or so, but voting with your shopping trolley is an opportunity 
that presents itself every day and consumer statistics indicate that 
even in the current period of recession, ethically sourced product 
sales are on the increase.  In fact, it seems to have got to the point 
where the so-called ethical choices are now so numerous that 
the consumer is faced with a new quandary; which ethical?  

In the midst of this recent proliferation, one system of 
ethical certification has burst upon the European scene with 
particular visibility. Rainforest Alliance certification has, in 
a short time, become almost as visible as its better-known 
counterpart, Fairtrade. The sheer size and corporate weight 
of the brands which in the past 2 years have begun to promote 
their products as Rainforest Alliance certified, has catapulted 
this NGO and its certification process from obscurity – at least 
on this side of the Atlantic – to high street prominence.  

A recent exchange with a friend illustrated the confusion between 
certifications perfectly: “I try to buy Fairtrade tea, but Lyons are 
currently offering €10,000 a month to charities through their 
tokens, so I sometimes buy Lyons instead,” I said. “But Lyons 
are Fairtrade too - they’ve got that frog on the box to show it,” 
she protested, pointing at the Rainforest Alliance logo. So is 
there any difference and if so, is one better than the other?  

The first question is easier to answer. There is certainly a difference 
between the organisations and their certification standards 
and processes. While both consider themselves development 
agencies, there is a clear distinction in terms of their approach 
to development. Fairtrade promotes development work by 
getting involved in the supply chain between producers, brands 
and consumers for the benefit of farmers and producers in the 
developing world. The tools that it has developed to do so are, 
firstly, the minimum or “floor” price, which producers can be 
guaranteed to receive for their produce, even at times when the 
market buying price is lower and secondly, the Premium, a bonus 
payment which Fairtrade producers are paid. This premium must 
be reinvested in either businesses or community development, 
depending on the democratic decision of the producers themselves. 
Another defining feature of Fairtrade’s approach is that no 
product carries its seal unless 100% of its contents are Fairtrade.  

The Rainforest Alliance, on the other hand, places emphasis on the 
question of environment and sees people, animals and biodiversity 
as equally important elements of an approach to sustainable 
development. Its certification process focuses primarily on auditing 
the farming methods employed by farms and plantations. Within 
this context the issue of farmers’ and producers’ livelihoods is on 
a par with sustainable farming methods. Notably, the Rainforest 
Alliance certification system guarantees no minimum price for 
producers though similarly to Fairtrade, it does pay a premium 
for reinvestment in the community or farm.  The certification 
system also differs significantly from Fairtrade’s in that it allows 
brands to carry its seal on products containing as little as 30% 
of ingredients from Rainforest Alliance certified farms.  

In a recent interview for Focus, Peter Gaynor, Executive Director 
of Fairtrade Mark Ireland, commented that 30% does “not go far 
enough” in his opinion; the Fairtrade position considers this a 
token commitment on the part of big business.  In fact, from the 
Fairtrade point of view, offering big business the opportunity to 
carry an ethical seal on products that are anything less than 100% 
certified is to undermine the very aim of the certification system, 
as it allows corporations to present themselves to consumers as 
ethical traders while continuing to use up to 70% non-certified 
ingredients. It is this particular point, together with a client list 
featuring such ethical latecomers as Unilever and McDonalds, 
which has given rise to the pooh-poohing of Rainforest Alliance 
certification as nothing more than “Fairtrade Lite” by some.

On the other hand, Sabrina Vigilante, Rainforest Alliance’s 
Director of Markets for the Americas & Asia Pacific, argues 
that this low threshold is positive because it makes certification 
achievable for brands. By pitching the entry level low, brands which 
might not otherwise see certification as achievable are encouraged 
to join in the process. She adds that many who enter the process at 
the 30% level then choose to increase their certification to 100%. 

Stiofáinín Nic ĺomhaird looks at the increasingly complex ethical choices 
that consumers face in the supermarket aisles.
 

Elections and referenda come around 
once every 5 years or so but voting 
with your shopping trolley is an 
opportunity that presents itself every 
day



However, with the entire commodities market controlled by a small 
number of massive multinational umbrella companies, such as 
Unilever, Nestlé and Kraft, it does seem that the Fairtrade approach 
may be the more influential of the two. By requiring businesses to 
certify nothing less than 100% of ingredients, Fairtrade argues that 
it is reaching big business in a big way and making a real impact. If 
the point of a certification process is to allow consumers to effect 
change by means of shopping trolley votes, then it might as well be 
change that really goes to scale, not to one third of scale or less.  

But is one certification system better than the other?  This is a 
more difficult question because ultimately it is subjective. Is it more 
important to ensure that commodities producers - one of the most 
vulnerable labour demographics in the world - are receiving the 
highest possible economic benefit from a certification process, or 
to support a holistic approach to farming which may pay longer-
term dividends in terms of environmental sustainability? Real 
and sustainable change never comes quickly, especially when the 
obstacles to a decent wage and environmental integrity are many 

and great. However, for the labourers painstakingly filling basket 
after basket of hand-picked tea in western Ugandan plantations 
today, the Rainforest Alliance method may be too slow.

So perhaps the question with which the consumer in the 
supermarket aisle in Ireland is faced is not the superiority of one 
system over the other, but rather one of time.  Do I help invest in a 
sustainable future or attempt to contribute to the welfare of workers 
here and now? However, that question, in turn, somehow rings 
hollow. It is important for consumers in developed countries to be 
able to “Vote with their Dollars”, as ethical trading organisations 
encourage. However, real long-term changes to international 
environmental, farming and trade conditions, ones that make 
a tangible difference to the lives of labourers and producers in 
poor countries, will be determined at the political rather than 
the consumer level. For this reason, it is perhaps important to 
remember to spend as much in terms of personal and political 
energy, as well as dollars, in taking action to demand political 
change to international trade rules, as well as buying ethically.  

{ Alternatives }
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Tea pickers at work in a Kibaale tea plantation, Western Uganda
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Lack of accountability is common in Haiti when it comes to violence 
against women. Anita McKay explores this complex issue.

Sexual exploitation and violence 
against women and children is 
common in Haiti, where many 
people believe that violence 

against women is not a crime, but an 
acceptable form of social behaviour. In 
2008, for example, Amnesty International 
through their investigation into sexual 
violence against girls in Haiti, found that 
50 rape cases were reported by girls in 
February 2007 over just three days. It 
seems that this has become an everyday 
occurrence in a country that has a long 
history of severe hardships, colonialism 
and international interference, as well 
as political instability and crime. 

The third largest country in the 
Caribbean after Cuba and the Dominican 
Republic, Haiti is the poorest country 
in the Western hemisphere. With such 
a striking coastline, it’s hard to imagine 
the crimes that take place behind the 
rugged mountains and scenic river 
valleys. Human trafficking, gangland 
crime and the sexual exploitation of 
women and children have become 
standard forms of income generation. 

When Haiti’s first democratically elected 
president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, was 
ousted by a military coup in 1991, rape 
was used as a political weapon by military 
and paramilitary forces to instil fear 
in women who were thought to have 
supported the democratic government. 
These repressive tactics have resulted in 
the women involved being seen as second 
class citizens due to social prejudice, 
lefaving them with very few options after 
becoming victims of sexual abuse.

Jim Loughran of Front Line, an 
international foundation for the protection 
of human rights defenders, puts the lack 
of help for women who have suffered 
at the hands of sexual abuse down to 
the systemic collapse of Government, 
an issue which has a long and complex 
history and involves many domestic and 
international players: “It is the inability 

of the Government to hold the police 
accountable. Sexual abuse doesn’t get 
any recognition as a crime and the police 
tend to downplay any reports of it.” 

This statement is verified by many of the 
personal accounts Amnesty International 
collated in its 2008 report. Sixteen year 
old Katia was approached by two men 
while walking through a neighbourhood 
of Port-au-Prince: “As I tried to run, they 
aimed their weapons at me and muffled 
me, threatening to shoot me if I made 
any noise. They took me to another 
place and they both raped me. They let 
me go at 11pm. My belly was aching. 
I don’t want this to happen again.” 

As with many similar stories, the 
authorities failed to act appropriately and 
her perpetrators were let out of prison after 
a week. For many women who endure a 
comparable experience, the shame of being 
raped is never forgotten; no sympathy is 
received - only disdain and dishonour 
from the community. However, the Haitian
military are not solely to blame. There has
been a continuous stream of sexual abuse
accusations against UN peacekeeping
soldiers in Haiti. The Blue Helmet Mission,
which saw some 7,400 UN soldier 
deployed in Haiti to assure a secure and
stable environment, has been criticised by
local non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) as failing in their mission. There
are still armed gangs operating, many
areas which are not safe and where sexual 
abuse persists. Moreover, there have
been continued denunciations of violence,
including sexual violence, by UN troops.

In 2007, 114 Ski Lankan UN peacekeeping 
solders were sent home from Haiti over 
sexual abuse charges. In response to 
these accusations the UN heightened 
policing measures and introduced 
mandatory training of all personnel 
on appropriate conduct. However, a 
report from a local NGO worker said 
sexual abuse involving peacekeepers 
was “still rampant” regardless of the 

declarations that it was under control.

The frequent lack of respect for human 
rights by both domestic and international 
players leaves women with very few 
options. According to Mr. Loughran, the 
only way that care facilities for women 
can exist in Haiti is for the NGOs which 
operate there to be protected. The 
Haitian Government needs to support 
“a structure rooted deep in human 
rights and uphold the rule of law.” It is 
of course, hard to envisage how this can 
occur without a serious review of the 
role of the various international actors 
who themselves have played a long 
and murky role in Haiti’s history, and 
a change in their level of intervention 
in and exploitation of the country. 

Although the Amnesty International 
report stated that 58% of rape cases 
involved girls aged between 19 months and 
18 years old, the real figures are likely to be 
higher. Despite the efforts of NGOs, there
is no comprehensive data available which
records the number of reported sexual
abuse cases. Many cases, reported or not,
do not gain recognition within Haitian
society and the crimes continue. The 
reason that some cases go unreported 
could be put down to fear.
 
In a 2008 report to the UN Convention 
for the Elimination of all forms of 
Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), the Haitian Government 
acknowledged that it has “negative 
prejudices against women... that stop 
women from accessing justice for 
fear of reprisals...” This is a small but 
significant step towards the Haitian 
Government fulfilling its obligations to 
adhere to international human rights 
law and combat violence against women. 
Hopefully such a step can also inspire 
the international community itself 
to become more aware of its role and 
responsibility in helping to foster a culture 
of respect for women’s rights in Haiti. 

Violence Against 
Women in Haiti
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The Invisible Barrier 
to Girls’ Education
Anna Guiney, a United Nations Volunteer in Nepal working in the water 
and sanitation sector, writes about the importance of sanitation facilities in 
ensuring girls’ rights to education.

Menstruation is a natural process that every 
woman and girl experiences, but unfortunately, 
in many cultures and societies across the globe, 
an embarrassment is attached to the subject. 

In impoverished countries, this embarrassment can be 
aggravated and perpetuated by a lack of appropriate sanitary 
facilities, materials and knowledge. This makes managing 
menstruation in schools and at home very difficult. 

In Nepal, for example, girls in rural schools report skipping 
school days during their period to deal with it at home. In fact 
their absence has become so commonplace that teachers allow 
it to happen, accepting that the physical facilities are not there 
in schools, the materials are not available and believing that 
it is probably better for the girls to deal with it at home. This 
means that many girls do not attend school for almost five days 
of every month, a significant fraction of their learning time. 

“Menstruation has often been dealt with secretly in many 
cultures. Such perceptions coupled with poor and inadequate 
sanitary facilities have often kept girls from attending schools 
especially during periods of menstruation” (UNICEF, 2008)

Managing menstruation requires access to appropriate materials 
and facilities so that normal day to day activities like school 
and work can continue. Without this access, women and girls 
suffer from poor hygiene that restricts both their movement and 
their dignity. Poor menstrual hygiene is also linked to health 
problems such as vaginal infections and rashes, if menstrual 

cloths are not changed regularly or cloths are not cleaned and 
dried hygienically. Girls attending schools that do not have 
adequate sanitary arrangements are excluded from education 
because of issues such as lack of separate toilets for girls and 
boys, privacy and physical facilities to dispose of sanitary 
items or safe and clean facilities to wash sanitary cloths.

This issue is not just about a girl’s right to these facilities but 
also about their fundamental right to education and to better 
health. It is also directly linked to women’s empowerment and 
gender equality – if girls cannot attend school for one week 
out of four how can they attain the same level of education as 
their male counterparts? Thus in order to ensure the equality 
and empowerment of women and girls and guarantee their 
right to education, focus and resources must be put into what 
can at first glance seem like an issue of minor significance.

“Although poor sanitation is correlated with absenteeism 
and drop-out of girls in developing countries, 
efforts in school sanitation to address this issue have 
ignored menstrual management in latrine design 
and construction” (Bharadaraj, Pathar, 2004).

Work is being done in Nepal and across the globe to address this 
issue and ensure that girls are able to attend school at all times. 
An increased emphasis on appropriate sanitation facilities in 
schools is necessary; either appropriate disposal facilities for 
girls who use pads or a private and safe washing area where 
a girl can wash and dry her menstrual cloths hygienically. 

“Conscious efforts need to be made to address lack of privacy, 
which is an important determinant for proper practice of 
menstrual hygiene and also school attendance” (Wateraid, 2009)

Most importantly, menstrual hygiene management needs to be 
discussed in schools so that school becomes a place where girls 
can feel comfortable during their menstruation. Boys also need 

Of the 113 million children currently 
not enrolled in schools worldwide, 60% 
are girls. There is conclusive evidence 
that girls’ attendance at school is 
increased through improved sanitation 
(Wateraid/Tearfund, 2002)

“After my menstrual period started, my study 
is getting weak. Every month during the 
menstruation time I had to go through mental 
trauma like what if there is lot of bleeding 
and blood stained on my school dress and if 
boys see the stain then they will tease me. I 
could not concentrate myself in class and it is 
more difficult at the time of exam. Toilet at 
our school is not clean and well facilitated for 
cleaning. There is no place for changing and 
throwing used pads. Problem has been made 
complicated by lack of these facilities. It is not 
my problem only.  All my friends are facing 
same problems.” (Student’s voice in Nepal)



{ 14 } Focus

{ Sanitation and Education }

to be included in understanding this specific issue so that they 
have the maturity to respond to menstruation more positively. 
Increased emphasis on including menstrual hygiene management 
as a topic for study in the school education curriculum is 
important so that discussions and openness replace silence.
In the long term, increased efforts are required internationally 
by those working on these issues to influence policy debates 
at government level and secure investment into appropriate 
sanitary facilities for students. Sanitary pads need to be made 
affordable and available for girls who want to use them.

If we want to see more girls in school, we need to look 
at every angle which denies a girl’s right to education 
and this includes investment into sanitation. Ensuring 
equality of access to education would be a crucial step 
towards gender equality and empowerment. 

To Read More on this Topic check out:

‘Is Menstrual Hygiene Management an issue for 
Adolescent School Girls?’- A report by Wateraid, 
2009 http://www.wateraid.org/documents/plugin_
documents/wa_nep_mhm_rep_march2009.pdf

‘Sharing Facts: Useful Information About Menstrual Health 
and Hygiene’- A booklet produced by UNICEF, 2008 http://
www.solutionexchange-un.net.in/gender/cr/res11030801.pdf

Menstrual Hygiene Management Blog -http://
menstrualhygienemanagement.blogspot.
com/ -offer your feedback and views

Power to Youth!
Campaigning at school and community level is a very effective 
way to generate knowledge and awareness of the importance of 
giving more emphasis to menstrual hygiene management for 
girls’ health and girls’ education. In Nepal, we are planning to 
work with schools in the southern parts of the country so that 
they can plan their own campaign, raising awareness in the 
school and the community. Girls and boys will walk through 
their communities with banners and information leaflets on 
menstrual hygiene management bringing knowledge from the 
school to the surrounding communities. Children’s energy 
and enthusiasm is such a great strength when it comes to 
issues like this, and through their efforts in Nepal’s schools, 
we will hopefully start to see a positive change in attitude 
to menstruation in communities. We also hope to link 
these efforts of students to influencing policy at the central 
level so that the future education and health curriculum 
in the country addresses the issue of menstrual health.

Newly built latrines at a primary school in Kamwenge, western Uganda
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Comhlámh 
Christmas Party
Comhlámh Members & Friends Christmas Party 
9th December 2009 – the Mansion House 7.30pm with 
an address by the Lord Mayor Emer Costello. 
Dancing and merry-making til the wee hours will follow!
RSVP orla@comhlamh.org

Explore Global Issues and 
Diversity through the Arts 
This course involves 3 practical participatory skills-
based workshops. Learn to explore diversity and global 
development issues through the use of a variety of art forms, 
such as music, drama, storytelling, and visual art. Skilled 
trainers will guide participants through how to use these 
methods and will provide the theoretical knowledge to 
feel confident to deal with any issues that may arise while 
carrying out these activities with a group. This training 
refers to the primary school curriculum and the intercultural 
guidelines. No previous artistic experience necessary!

Date: 6th, 13th and 20th February 2010. 
Venue: Dublin
Cost: €100 members, €120 non-members, 
€80 concessions, €5 asylum seekers
Contact: Call 01-4783490 or 
developmenteducation@comhlamh.org

Skills in Development 
Education
This participatory evening course aims to equip participants 
with the skills and methodologies to work effectively with 
groups on global development and social justice issues. Sessions 
include: facilitation skills, use of drama, and taking action. 

Date: 6.30 – 9pm, Thursdays, Jan 21st - Mar 25th 2010
Venue: Dublin TBC
Cost: €145 members, €180 non-members, 
€100 concessions, €5 asylum seekers 
Contact: Call 01-4783490 or 
developmenteducation@comhlamh.org 
Visit http://www.comhlamh.org/development-education.html. 

Bewleys Debates:
Keep the first Wednesday evening of December, February, 
March and April free to come along to Bewleys Café Theatre and 
participate in our lively debates. Key topics for public discussion 
at these ever popular debates will be climate justice, HIV & 
Aids, capacity building and gender issues in development.  

December’s debate in the run up to Copenhagen is on 
climate justice with Mary White TD, Deputy Leader 
of the Green Party debating with Niamh Garvey 
Environmental Policy Officer, Trócaire on “Will 
Copenhagen be able to deliver for climate justice”

The debates start at 6.15 pm.  
Email: orla@comhlamh.org

Help make a 
Wave through 
Dublin City! – 5th 
December 2009

This December, world leaders will meet in 
Copenhagen to conclude climate negotiations 
to secure a global climate change deal.  
 
Across the world, civil society groups are campaigning to 
ensure that these talks deliver a deal that matches the science, 
averts climate catastrophe and supports developing countries 
in their efforts to cope with the impact of climate change. 
 
In Ireland, the Stop Climate Chaos coalition is campaigning 
for a fair and safe deal in Copenhagen. On December 5th, 
people will gather at Custom House Quay at 12.00 to form a 
human wave that will eventually crash against government 
buildings and demonstrate to the Irish government that the 
tide of public opinion is changing and it is time for Ireland 
to play its part in reversing the devastating effects of climate 
change. Please come along and help us make The Wave to 
Stop Climate Chaos not any ordinary protest march through 
Dublin City and make it the biggest human wave in Ireland!! 

Please contact fleachta@comhlamh.org if 
you are interested in helping out!

Stop climate chaos campaigners get ready for the wave



Beginning: Thursday 28th January 2010, 7.30 - 9.30pm.
Running for ten weeks at the Old Bawn Community School, Tallaght, Dublin 24
Cost of 10 week course: €105
Email: mission@vmm.ie 
Phone: 01-6334421   
Text: 087 2309983 
Visit: www.vmm.ie  
Write to: Write to VMM The Priory, John Street West, Dublin 8            


