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Women’s Land Link Africa (WLLA) - a New Approach

Newsletter Vol. 1, May 2006
Welcome to the Inaugural Edition of “The Link”, the official newsletter of Women’s Land Link Africa, a new initiative for women’s housing and land in Africa.

The goal of The Link is to report on pertinent and up to date issues around women’s housing and land in Africa, in order to inform and strengthen ongoing work.  

This inaugural issue focuses on forced eviction, a human rights violation suffered by countless women. 

(  What is WLLA?
Although women's rights to land, housing and property are clearly recognized in laws at all levels, practically, there is a discernable gap between theory and practice of these laws. 

There are ongoing efforts in response to these problems, from advocacy and awareness raising to development initiatives- all focused on improving women's access, control and ownership of land and housing. The most important work is ongoing at the community level, where women are engaged in the day to day struggle to obtain and maintain housing and land. 

Yet is has become clear that coordination and linking of such efforts are lacking - in particular of grassroots women- and lessons 

learned and best practices are lost or kept only to a few.  

Women's Land Link Africa, or WLLA, seeks to address this gap. Utilizing both a human rights and development based approach, Women’s Land Link Africa supports, strengthens and increases the visibility of women’s initiatives to have access to and control over land, housing and property, at 

all levels with particular emphasis on the

community. Combining community development and human rights based approaches, the WLLA builds on efforts by enhancing advocacy for law and policy reform and implementation; facilitating information exchange on best practices and lessons learned on improving women's access, ownership and control over housing and land; and assisting in development of tools and strategies towards achievement of women's equal rights to land housing and property within Africa. 

Won't you please join us? For more info, see www.wllaweb.org
WLLA is a joint project of these core partners…

Women and Housing Rights Prog,

Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE)

(WLLA Focal Point)

The Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE) is an international non- governmental human rights organization based in Geneva, with offices worldwide. It is focused on the protection of economic, social and cultural rights, specially housing rights, of everyone, everywhere. The Women and Housing Rights Programme (WHRP) has been championing housing and land rights for women since 1998. It is unique as the only international human rights programme solely focused on the right to housing specifically for women.
Contact the WHRP at the following address-

PMB 402, Cantonments, Accra, GHANA

Tel/Fax: +233.21.238.821

Email: info@wllaweb.org /    women@cohre.org
Website: www.cohre.org
Huairou Commission

The Huairou Commission is a network of grassroots women’s organizations which partners with organizations and individuals interested in supporting the advocacy work of grassroots women. Grassroots women have always had a rich repertoire of solutions to local problems of survival and community development, but their participation in policy forums, whether local, national or global has traditionally been discouraged. In 1995, at the worldwide NGO forum in Huairou, China, grassroots women and their professional partners created an international organization to strengthen their capacity to create sustainable communities and to influence policy through “new ways of partnering”. 

Contact the Huairou Commission:

249 Manhattan Ave, Brooklyn

New York 11211 – 2905

Tel: +1.718.388.8915

Fax: +1.718.388.0285

Email: huairou@earthlink.net
Web:  www.huairou.org
UN FAO- Sub-Regional Office for 

Southern and East Africa (SAFR)

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations leads international efforts to defeat hunger. Serving both developed and developing countries, FAO acts as a neutral forum where all nations meet as equals to negotiate agreements and debate policy. FAO is also a source of knowledge and information. FAO's activities comprise four main areas: 1. Putting information within reach, 2. Sharing policy expertise, 3. Providing a meeting place for nations; 4. Bringing knowledge to the field. 

Contact FAO at the following address-

P.O. Box 3730, Harare, Zimbabwe

Tel:+263.4.253.656/791.407

Fax: +263.4.703.497

Email: kaori.izumi@fao.org
Web: www.fao.org 

UN HABITAT- Land and Tenure 
UN-HABITAT's Land and Tenure Section, formerly known as the Land Management Programme, was established in May 1999, under the Shelter Branch. It is the agency's focal point for land management and tenure systems, policies and legislation that help achieve adequate shelter, security of tenure and equal access to economic resources for all, with a specific focus on gender equality. Its main objective is to further build and widely share concrete knowledge on those land management systems, policies, laws and practices that help achieve adequate shelter and security of tenure for all, particularly for women. 
Contact UN-HABITAT Land Tenure Branch:

P.O. Box 30030, Nairobi, Kenya
Tel: +254.20.762.3239
Email:  siraj.sait@unhabitat.org
Web: www.unhabitat.org/programmes/landtenure
(
WLLA at Work

( Regionally

Zambian National Workshop on Women’s Property Rights and Livelihoods in the context of HIV/AIDS 

The Director of ZWOT speaks at the conference.

Lusaka, Zambia - The increasingly disproportionate vulnerability of women in the face of property stripping, widespread poverty, escalating HIV/AIDS infection rates constitutes a national crisis in Zambia. In view of this, a national workshop on Women’s Property Rights and Livelihoods in the context of HIV/AIDS took place at Lusaka‘s Mulungushi International Conference Centre on the 25 – 27 January. 

The organizers of the workshop, Justice for Widows and Orphans Project (JWOP), Zambia Law Development Commission and the Sub-Regional Office of the Food and Agriculture Organization for Southern and Eastern Africa (FAOSAFR) of the United Nations brought participants from five countries together to share their experiences and to examine and device practical solutions to the enormous difficulties faced by women in the context of gender discrimination, land rights and increasing HIV/AIDS infection. 

A central focus of the workshop was the plight of widows and orphans, often cruelly dispossessed of their properties and thus their livelihoods in the midst of bereavement. 

Outcomes of the workshop included the formulations of appropriate national policies, with sufficient funding and implemented across ministerial departments that address customs, practice and laws that disadvantage women and children in particular. One of such law is Zambia’s Interstate Succession Act which although seeking to improve the position of widows and children of the deceased, nonetheless can go further in protecting their properties and livelihoods.

The Conference discussion also drew attention to the fact that wills are infrequently written, leading to much confusion at death. The need to draw communities’ attention to the importance of these documents and how they themselves could draft a will was emphasized. 
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Mrs Chilala presents her case to the conference.

The workshop concluded with participants agreeing to take forward the concrete proposals emanating from discussions with the appreciation that the increasingly disproportionate vulnerability of women in the face of widespread poverty, escalating HIV/AIDS infections rates and diminished access to land constitutes a national crisis.
8 March, 2006: Celebration of International Women’s Day  
Accra, Ghana - The Women and Housing Rights Programme (WHRP) of (COHRE) in collaboration with People’s Dialogue and Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative, (CHRI) celebrated this day together with women living in slums in Ghana under the theme “Communities + Women = Strength”. The theme highlights that communities grow stronger when women are given decision making roles. 
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The women proudly begin their march

The celebration honoured women and highlighted the strengths and capabilities within the communities. As WLLA promotes, women throughout many such communities in Accra and beyond are organizing and creating new opportunities to advance their communities. The march demonstrated that when women take a lead in the community, life improves for everyone, whether man, woman or child. All women wore bright yellow ribbons to symbolize women’s strength and life in communities. The event also highlighted the importance of building unity, a key focus of Women’s Land Link Africa.

Chilala Case in Zambia

                                                                                                    Monze, Zambia- Mrs Chilala, a widow in the rural areas of southern Zambia, has been a victim of widow harassment over land and housing for the last 10 years. Her brother in law, who tried to inherit her at the time of her husband’s death, has been burying his relatives on her property in an attempt to chase her away. The case travelled through the local court and the Magistrate Court but there was no relief available to her in these courts. 
As a result, the case was sent to the Land Tribunal but it was dismissed on grounds of lack of jurisdiction, leaving Mrs Chilala with an obligation to pay an equivalent of USD $12,000 in legal fees to her brother in-law.  

At long last, Mrs Chilala has found relief. At the Property Rights Workshop held in Lusaka earlier this year (please see above) the Royal Foundation of Zambia, the organization of traditional leaders for Zambia, agreed to hear Mrs Chilala’s case. They travelled to Mrs Chilala’s home 20-21 March 2006 to hear both sides and to see the graves for themselves. They ruled strongly in favour of Mrs Chilala, stating that her brother in law had lied in his belief that burying relatives was in line with custom - and that what he was doing was very wrong. They ordered him to desist form burying any more relatives on Mrs Chilala’s land, and to leave her in peace. This is a groundbreaking ruling, coming directly from the traditional authorities- often the most patriarchal.   WLLA applauds this finding, for wife inheritance and the current situation of having graves on Mrs. Chilala’s land under customary law is a violation of her human rights and repugnant to natural justice. The Royal Foundation’s ruling should be used as precedent to further challenge customary traditions and to promote equality of women and their rights to land and housing.   
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Mrs Chilala’s homestead and the 17 graves

Regional Workshop on HIV and AIDS, and Children’s Property Rights in Southern and East Africa 

Harare, Zimbabwe - On the 7-8 March a National Workshop on HIV/AIDS, Children’s Property Rights and Livelihoods took place in Harare.  As a contribution to a Global Campaign on Children and AIDS launched by the UN in October 2005, the organizers of the Workshop, Sub-Regional Office of the Food and Agriculture Organization for Southern and East Africa (FAOSAFR) supported by UNICEF, UNAIDS, OXFAM GB, with strengthening from WLLA brought participants from seven countries in southern and east Africa together to share their experiences and to examine and devise practical solutions to the enormous difficulties faced by children in the context of weak children’s rights, rising poverty levels and increasing HIV/AIDS infection.  The participants included 9 children representatives from the region, some of who are HIV positive, testified on their experiences. Many were cruelly dispossessed of their properties and thus their livelihoods in the midst of bereavement.
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One of the orphans speaking at the Workshop

.

The workshop recognized that many governments in the region have made laws intended to protect children but in many cases these laws are weak and can easily be violated.  As the Master of the High Court in Zimbabwe emphasized, there is the need for effective enforcement mechanisms to make these laws real in the lives of the most vulnerable groups.  In addition, appropriate national policies, with sufficient funding and implementation that address customs, practice and laws that disadvantage children are necessary.  Community mobilization and education was also highlighted as vital. 

Leadership Meeting in Kenya:  Grassroots Women Learn and Share Their Road-Maps on Land and Housing

Grassroots mapping on land, tenure, security, and human settlement, carried out by grassroots women’s groups in Rwanda, Kenya and Zimbabwe during the first year of WLLA, aimed at documenting innovations by grassroots women and community-based groups.  The mapping included recording their process and actions, sharing knowledge and on-the-ground experiences, acknowledging constraints, and recommending solutions.  Overall findings from the mapping demonstrate community-based organization’s involvement in recruiting and expanding their membership base, building and rehabilitating housing, broadening women’s earning options in non-agricultural activities, introducing modern methods of farming, setting up savings and loan funds, protecting land from degradation, and tending to people and families with HIV-AIDS. The mapping reports also included “road maps” for further stages aimed at building the capacity of grassroots women. One of these road maps is the leadership meeting which was hosted by GROOTS Kenya and took place in Nairobi, Kenya on April 19th to 22nd.   

The leadership meeting was based on peer-peer learning exchanges allowing grassroots women to learn from the successful practices of grassroots community groups in Mathare and Gatundu in Kenya. This meeting did not only provide a space for exchange between groups that were involved in the first year mapping but also opened to new groups from Cameroon, Ghana and Nigeria, introduced to the WLLA projects. During this meeting, grassroots women shared their knowledge, methodologies and tools they developed in their struggles to obtain land and housing, the ways in which they carved out spaces for their uses and the roles of community women in mobilizing others. The meeting made use of a leadership process, which allowed grassroots women to talk to each other, learn from each other in peer group meetings, link with each other and collectively plan exchanges that reveal different ways of approaching similar problems.  

( Internationally 

UN HABITAT Global Land Tool Network (GLTN)
Oslo, Norway - UN HABITAT has initiated the Global Land Tool Network, a network designed to facilitate the attainment of the Millennium Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals through improved land management and tenure tools for poverty alleviation and the improvement of the livelihoods of the poor. The GLTN operates on several core values, including pro poor, governance, equity, affordability, systemic large scale approach and gender sensitivity.
March 23-24 2006 marked the second meeting of the GLTN with development partners. The Women’s Land Link Africa, through COHRE, Huairou Commission, FAO, and GROOTS Kenya, was strongly represented at the GLTN meeting. WLLA was able to input on the Gender and Grassroots Focused Tool development mechanisms. An official launch of the GLTN will occur during the World Urban Forum in Vancouver, in June 2006 (see below). The WLLA will be monitoring and working with the GLTN. We must help ensure the GLTN is effectively implemented, in a way that benefits women.

For further information, please see: www.unhabitat.org/gltn 

High Level Commission for the Legal Empowerment of the Poor 

As part of the GLTN workshop, the High Level Commission (HLCLEP) was also introduced during the GLTN meeting held in Oslo. The HLCLEP is a new, independent global initiative- created to explore how nations can reduce poverty through reforms that expand access to legal protection and opportunities for all. 

It believes that the poor can only benefit if they also have a stake in the economy through the rule of law. HLCLEP is composed of former dignitaries, academics and only one civil society representative. It operates independently from any government. 

It seeks to make recommendations for poverty alleviation by promoting the rule of law as it relates to economics. This of course affects land and property rights.

The WLLA will be closely monitoring this Commission, and will seek your input to ensure it adequately fulfils its mandate.

For further info, please see www.legalempowerment.undp.org and

www.landrightswatch.net

( News on Women’s Land and Housing in Africa-

Focus on
Forced Evictions
A Grim Anniversary…

Harare, Zimbabwe – (Information gathered from Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions). The month of May marks the one year anniversary of the start of Operation Murambitsvina, a large scale forced evictions campaign undertaken by the Government of Zimbabwe. The evictions, mostly from the Harare area, displaced over 700,000 persons, making many homeless and forcing others to flee to the rural areas. Widows and orphans were the worst affected, with many having no place to go after the destruction of their homes and livelihoods. Still today, many are without adequate shelter or any way to make money or get food and other necessities. Positive measures are necessary to alleviate suffering and to ensure that peoples rights are respected.
Forced evictions have been recognized by the UN as a gross violation of a range of human rights, in particular the right to adequate housing. Yet they continue, with devastating effects, especially for women.

Yet they continue to happen, day after day…
Luanda, Angola - (Information gathered from Amnesty International) Forced evictions and excessive use of force in Luanda has left thousands of poor particularly women and other marginalized communities without shelter or access to health and other basic amenities. Since November 2005, more than 600 families have been forcibly evicted from their homes in various neighbourhoods of the capital, especially in Bairro Cidadanía in Viana and Wenji Maka municipalities. In March 2006, the police and security guards reportedly shot at, beat and kicked residents, including 14 people mostly women who were detained and appeared before court. Apparently the police had instructions to avoid major injuries and deaths, though multiple persons were injured, including women and children. Houses as well as large equipment were destroyed through the eviction.  
Digya Forest, Ghana – (Information gathered from Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions).  From late March 2006, there was forced eviction of hundreds of residents from the Dudzorme Island within the Digya National Park in the Tapa-Abotoase area of Lake Volta, Ghana. It is possible that thousands of more may be evicted from that area. To add to the devastation, on 8 April 2006 a boat disaster occurred.  Victims report that in the process of forcibly evicting those residents, the overloaded ferry, which was taking them from the island in the Afram Plains area to Abotoase in the eastern part of the region, capsized. 58 persons have been confirmed dead and 71 have been registered as survivors, although not all have been found. Initial official reports indicate that the number of deceased is considerably lower. The Game and Wildlife Division argue that the forced evictions are necessary because the land was set aside as a forest reserve. 

Lagos, Nigeria – (Excerpted from Knight Ridden News). In December 2005, Nigerian authorities defied a court injunction, stormed seven public housing complexes for government employees in central Lagos and forced out nearly 1,400 families. The victims were primarily government employees and civil servants.  Nigerian officials say the evictions are legal and necessary to build roads, sanitation systems and other development projects. Under a 1978 law that gives the government broad powers to seize land, authorities have razed dozens of communities, most of them slums, to make way for new roads and commercial projects. Many of those evicted haven't found new homes even years later, and there are allegations that real estate speculators with government connections are cashing in on the evictions.  

Port Said, Egypt – (Information gathered from Egyptian Centre for Housing Rights). Forced evictions have been ongoing in the El-Hurriah area of Port Said, Egypt this March, leading to hospitalizations of evictees, and one death. Over 23 families are currently staging a sit in to demand their rights be respected. Many more families have been affected by these brutal evictions. Port Said governorate insists on not providing alternative housing for those families. However, Egyptian Minister of housing Dr. Mohamed El-Maghreby has issued a resolution for providing alternative housing in El-Hurrriah area. 
( Recent Litigation  

Johannesburg, South Africa – (Information gathered from BBC Africa). In March of 2006, the Johannesburg High Court ruled that moves by the Johannesburg Metropolitan Council to evict the occupants of “bad buildings” in downtown Johannesburg were illegal. Thousands of persons live in “bad buildings”- old abandoned office buildings, without water, sanitation or electricity- because there is no where else for them to go. 

The lawsuit was brought by a variety of organization, including COHRE and CALS, the Centre for Applied Legal Studies of the University of the Witwatersrand. The ruling has for now halted pending evictions of thousands of residents of downtown Johannesburg.   

( Landmark Case for Women in Customary Marriages

Lusaka, Zambia - (Excerpted from IRIN News) - A precedent setting ruling in December, 2005, by a local court in Zambia has given women married under customary law the right to a share of marital property in the event of a divorce or death of the husband. Previously, a woman married under customary law would not be entitled to a share of property, irrespective of whether she had contributed to its acquisition. Zambia has a dual legal system, and although statutory law takes precedence over customary law, the fact that many people live in rural and traditional settings has given customary law primacy in large parts of the country.  

In the divorce case between Martha Kembo Mwanamwalye and Collins Mwanamwalye on 9 December, the Magistrate ruled that "notwithstanding that the parties in this matter were married under customary law, justice demands that when a marriage has broken down, the parties should be put in equal position to avoid any one of them falling into destitution".

 [This report does not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nations]

( Announcements: Focus on the Third World Urban Forum (WUF)
Vancouver Canada – The Third World Urban Forum (WUF) will be held 19-23 June, 2006. WUF is an international conference sponsored by UN-HABITAT, held every other year to encourage the sharing of experience and knowledge about issues of urban sustainability. WUF is unique in that discussions are kept informal to encourage dialogue among government leaders, local authorities, NGO’s, grassroots movements, urban professionals, youth and the private sector. This year, Canada will host the third session of the World Urban Forum (WUF3) in Vancouver. WUF3 will mark the 30th anniversary of the first UN conference on human settlements, which was also held in Vancouver and led to the creation of UN-HABITAT. Participants at WUF3 will identify issues affecting cities and share lessons, best practices and policies, and return home with ideas for action to improve the quality of life in their communities and cities. Reports and recommendations from the WUF will be submitted to the Governing Council of UN-HABITAT for action. For more information, please see: www.wuf3-fum3.org
WLLA Event: Listen to Us: Grassroots Innovations to Securing Land and Housing

The official launch of the WLLA, this event will focus on the innovations and strategies used by grassroots women to secure land and housing. Secure access to land and housing remains essential for diverse land-based livelihoods and is a precondition for sustainable agriculture, economic growth and poverty reduction. Achieving gender equality in access to land and secure tenure plays a large part in determining women’s access to basic infrastructure, services and employment opportunities. In this event, grassroots women will present innovative practices and strategies they have pursued in order to address what impacts land and housing interventions are having on their lives. Presentations will allow for a dialogue aimed at creating linkages between on-the-ground practices with development and rights-based approaches in order to develop a space for collective organizing strategies.  

Huairou Commission: Grassroots Women’s International Academy: Women Building Communities amid Rapid Urbanization and Decentralization
The Grassroots Academy is a five day peer learning and exchange workshop where grassroots women leaders and their partners, teach, learn, and debate one another’s approaches to improving their living and working conditions. It ensures that the innovators of solutions from the ground also be the ones articulating, naming, claiming and transferring their knowledge. It supports participants to analyze the larger local and global conditions that are aiding/impeding their efforts, and to collectively refine advocacy principles, recommendations and strategies for linking to mainstream stakeholders.

Our Practices Exhibit and Tour 

This innovative exhibit will consist of 30 local, national and international displays and local site visits. It is themed as A Space of Our Own: Stories of Grassroots Women’s Community Centers from around the World and includes a community organizing handbook and a legacy endowment program launch. For more information on all Huairou Commission events, please see: www.huairou.org
UN HABITAT: Global Land Tool Network: Gendering Land Tools
The Round Table on Gendering Land Tools, as part of the Global Land Tool Network facilitated by UN-HABITAT, brings together participants to evaluate the gendered land tools framework and strategies. The basis of the deliberations will be the consultative GLTN document Mechanism for Gendering Land Tools. The objectives of the round table are to finalise and adopt a comprehensive and integrated gendered land tools framework through which strategies for effective land tools for women can be further developed.  More info, please see: www.unhabitat.org/gltn   

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON ALL ITEMS IN THIS NEWSLETTER, PLEASE SEE: www.wllaweb.org
In this Issue…


( What is WLLA?


( WLLA Partner Organisations


( WLLA at work:


- International Women’s Day, UN FAO Regional Workshop, Chilala Case, Zambia, Leadership Meeting, UN HABITAT Global Land Tool Network


( News on Women’s Land and Housing in Africa:


- Forced Evictions reports, Landmark case & Recent Litigation


( Announcements


- Focus on UN HABITAT World Urban Forum


  


- 











PAGE  
1

