by Cynthia Lam

Une participante au Forum des ONG
relate ses impressions de la Conférence.
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“Oh, you are so '
lucky!” This was the
unanimous accla-
mation each time [
mentioned my par-
ticipation in the
Beijing 1995 Con-
ference. Yes, I was
fortunate to have
had this opportu-
nity—being of
Chinese origin, to
visit mainland
China, meet sisters
from all over the
world at the NGO
Forum. I was one
of 40 Canadian
women partici-
pants sponsored by
the government,
and more precisely
one of eight from
Quebec. I was
thrilled.

Having heard
much about the
controversies sur-
rounding the or-
ganization of the
Forum, I was curi-
ous about the gen-
eral preparation and sentiments in
China towards hosting the largest
international women’s event. I de-
cided therefore to start my trip to
China early and took advantage of
any opportunity to chat with heads
of national organizations, relatives
and friends, taxi drivers, and small
vendors alike. Motivated by different
reasons and at varying degrees, all
Beijing residents were involved and
affected by the country’s prepara-

tions for the Conference. The city
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Chinese students, Beijing 1995.

had to put on a new look. All service
sectors had been engaged in some
kind of “upgrading.” Normal traffic
volume had been greatly reduced to
assure efficient transportation for

Forum participants. Numerous con-
ventions and tour bookings had been
cancelled to free up hotels and tourist
attractions. Tens of thousands of vol-
unteers were on site to lend a hand, as
were security guards who carried out
the unpleasant and sometimes con-
frontational duties.

Apprehension and tension were
obvious at the outset, largely due to
relentless media propaganda as well
as prejudices and bias from peoples of

differentorigins. Theseriouslanguage .
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and cultural barriers also created some
grave misunderstandings. Most par-
ticipants neverthelesscameaway from
the NGo Forum and Conference in-
spired and exuberant from the resil-
ience shown by
women around the
world against injus-
tice. Ideological dif-
ferencesled not only
to heated debates
but also heightened
the need for sen-
sitization and mu-
tual understanding.
What transpired as
imperative objec-
tives are the net-
working and the
solidarity among
different groups,
nations, continents,
races, and genera-
tions, and indeed
between men and
women. The issues
facing us know no
boundaries. They
demand global part-
nership in order for
changes to occur.
From all around
the world, we heard
testimonies of the
devastating effects
of economic glo-
balization which
destroys communi-
ties and further impoverishs women
and children. We heard about the
rising strength of conservatism and
fundamentalism, their socio-politi-
cal and religious ramifications. We
heard abouthow the powerand greed
of multinational corporations and fi-
nancial institutions have made their
projects a disaster for the ecosystem
and the direct impact on the healch of
local communities. We also heard
about how violence against women
takes on new dimensions during war-
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time when women are raped and
massacred, and how the struggle
against colonialism islinked with anti-
nuclear testing.
Almostinthesamebreath, we heard
women from all parts of the world
proudlyshare their strategies and suc-
cess in promoting women’s rights.
Here are some examples from the
Asia-Pacificregion. AChinesewoman
asserted that she had no desire to have
more than one child notwithstand-
ing China’s one-child policy; eco-
nomic autonomy is her priority now.
A Burmese woman spoke of her cou-
rageous project to stop women-traf-
ficking, and what brought about the
release of Aung San Suu Kyi (Nobel
Peace Prize laureate) in Burma. A
Philipino project described how they
rose to fight with partners in the Asia-
Pacific region against foreign aid
which do only harm to their Indig-
enous peoples. The push by Korean
women for redress for “Comfort

Women” gathered wide support. A
group of Indian women lawyers re-
lentlessly carried on socio-legal bat-
tles for the protection of Indian girls.
Social workers from Hong Kong are
confronting the problems of dis-
traught wives abandoned by their af-
fluent businessmen-husbands. Tai-
wan women are taking a more active
role in determining their political
future.

In my presentation at the work-
shop “Social work symposium on
violence against women,” I submit-
ted theargument thatachieving equal-
ity forwomen of colour is inseparable
from their minority community as a
whole achieving equal social status in
mainstream society. Only an anti-
racist society can assure equal oppor-
tunity for development for all its
members, men and women alike.
Violence will have no place in a soci-
ety which treats its members with
respect and dignity.

The NGo Forum and the uN Con-
ference on Women are models of
democratic negotiation and the lob-
bying process. The real challenge for
NGOs will be how to hold their gov-
ernments accountable for the com-
mitments made at the Conference.

Yes, I was fortunate to have partici-
pated in this “global” town hall meet-
ing, to “look at the world through
women’seyes.” I cannothelp butsing
the theme song of the “Bread and
Roses Women'’s March Against Pov-
erty” which took place in Quebec last
June: “Du pain et des roses, pour
changer des choses....” As Mao Tze-
tungonce said, “Women hold up half
the sky.” But then come to think of it,
what good is it if only half the sky is
being held?

Cynthia Lam is Executive Director of
the Chinese Family Service of Greater
Montreal and Centre Sino-Québec de
la Rive Sud.
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f you are a doctor, nurse, water & sanitation expert, engineer,
or have hands-on experience in logistics or project management

and are interested in helping people in dire need around the

world, contact us today.

Doctors Without Borders Canada volunteers offer essential aid in
countries where the health care system has broken down or is

non-existent, in areas of immense poverty, in the midst of war and

violence.

IT MAKE A DIFFERENCE TO THE PEOPLE THAT
‘DOCTORS WITHOUT BORDERS® WAS THERE?
FOR ME, THE ANSWER

SIDNE MADDISON, NURSE FROM BRANTFORD, ONT BOSNIA & CROATIA

a registered Canadian charity, # 0800516-11. Through a special arrange-

Bilingualism {French, English); experience in the Canadian north

or in the tropics are assets. Candidates are subject to a screening

process and, if accepted, are offered training, airfare, insurance

package and living allowance while in the field.
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IS YES.”

Doctors Without Borders Canada is the Canadian partner of
Médecins Sans Frontiéres / Doctors Without Borders, the world’s

largest independent charitable emergency medical aid organization. It is

ment with our international partners, every dollar donated to Doctors
Without Borders Canada is used to buy supplies and materials for

emergency field missions.

MEDECINS SANS FRONTIERES
DOCTORS WITHOUT BORDERS

CANADA

SUITE 5B, TORONTO, ONTARIO, CANADA M5V 1S2. TEL:

355 ADELAIDE ST. w., 416-586-9820 OrR 1-800-982-7903
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