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Cet article est base'sur le dialogue &it lated violence owing to aggressive youth who have been displaced as a 
entreRita ThapaetElinorBray-Collins. Maoist attacks that followed the Pal- result of conflict. They are a group 
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- - - - 
Nepalis felt helpless and isolated. In These youth come to Katmandu 
an unprecedented way, this event where they engage in networking and 

If there is less food, it is changedNepalforever. Shortlyafter, learning. O n  return to their home- 

women who get to eat 
less; if there is less money 

for education, it is girls who 
are made to drop out. 
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Elinor, encadre h discussion auec des 
questions qui kmqen t  de ses propres 
q&ences de trauail et de ses ktudes sur 
le &eloppement. 

The article is based on a written 
dialogue between Rita Thapa and 
Elinor Bray-Collins. Rita shares her 
experience of working with Nagarik 
Aawaz, a local Nepali NGO engaged 
in peace-building and addressing the 
needs of victims of conflict. Elinor, 
frames the discussion with questions 
that emerge from her own experience 
working and studying development. 
The dialogue format, we felt, was - 
representative of the larger on-going 
dialogue that includes Southern and 
Northern feminists, as well as one 
that connects practical development 
work to academic inquiry. 

Elinor: Rita, you have been en- 
gaged in feminist activism and com- 
munity development work for over 
20 years, but peace-building specifi- 
cally is a recent involvement. What 
led you to become involved in peace- 
building in Nepal and how does it 
connect to your feminism? 

Rita: As Nepal reeled under esca- 

the government clamped down by 
declaring a state ofemergency, which 
led to more deaths on both sides in its 
first six months than in the total six- 
year history ofthe Maoist insurgency. 

As a feminist activist, my reaction 
to these events, and my recognition 
of the inevitable costs that would 
eventually occur, led me to agitate to 
bring individuals and groups of civil 
society together. This ultimately led 
to the founding of Nagarik Aawaz, 
literally meaning the voice of the 
citizens in Nepali. The membership 
is constituted of individuals doing 
cutting edge work in their fields, 
with strong commitments to ongo- 
ing conflict transformation andpeace- 
building efforts in Nepal. 

Elinor: Peace-building work and 
responding to people's needs in situ- 
ations of conflict would present you 
with a multitude of issues you could 
address. I would also think that the 
work would require a large degree of 
flexibility in order to respond to situ- 
ations as they arise. Can you describe 
how Nagarik Aawaz's foci emerged? 
What other organizations has it been 
working with in its projects? 

Rita: Everything we began, un- 
knowingly had a much bigger de- 
sign. An interaction program of fo- 
cusing on victims of conflict, led an 
entire program designed specifically 
for young "conflict volunteers" be- 
tween the ages of 16-25 years of age. 
This program aims to provide a 
learning/healing space in non-gov- 
ernmental organizations (NGOs) for 

lands, hopefully they will be enabled 
to initiate, support andlor lead lo- 
cal-level peace and development 
work. Acceptance and inclusion by 
local NGOs at the earliest, suitable 
placements for these volunteers, and 
availability of necessary resource, 
continues to be a challenge. 

We also sought out a man who we 
learnt had founded an organization 
for victims of Maoists violence, some 
three years back. Harassed by the 
overwhelming influx ofdisplaced vic- 
tims, lack of support from the politi- 
cal leaders, and a sense of disregard 
from the local organizations and 
population, Ganesh Chiluwal had 
little hope he would find an ally and 
support in NagarikAawaz. But, pres- 
ently he is conceptualizing and look- 
ing for support for the running of a 
half-way home for the displaced vic- 
tims, besides other mutually benefi- 
cial and supportive activities with 
this organization. Not having been 
involved in development or relief 
work prior to the founding of their 
organization, they do not presently 
have the skills or networks that are 
required to do their work. 

h o t h e r  Nagarik Aawaz project 
focuses on conflict widows. I traveled 
to Surkhet in Western Nepal in order 
to gain an initial glimpse and under- 
standing of the challenges that face 
these women. Currently Nagarik 
Aawaz has launched a pilot program 
in order to ensure that these women, 
as a group with particularly urgent 
needs will be a focus of government 
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and external donor agencies. As a 
result of this visit, a local-level or- 
ganization called the "People Help 
Organizationn (PHO), also benefited 
in terms of being connected with 
resources and ideas to continue their 
good work at the local level, particu- 
larly in relation displaced children 
and women. 

In addition, in August 2002, with 
the financial support from two femi- 
nist funds: Mama Cash Holland and 
the Urgent Action FundlU.S.A.,' 
conducted a three-day workshop on 
"Conflict Analysis and Peace-Build- 
ing" for leaders of civil society and 
security personnel. Sunila Abey- 
sekara, an internationally renowned 
peace activist from Sri Lanka pro- 
vided the technical support. Besides 
being educational for all participants, 
considering that this was the first 
workshop of its kind conducted in 

in Nepal are facing as a result of the 
conflict? 

Rita: It's true, in Nepal, through- 
out the country for that matter, 
women are the hardest hit. Growing 
instability and insecurity, unemploy- 
ment, inflation, government cut- 
backs by over 50 percent in social 
sectors, and increased taxation, all 
have a direct negative impact on 
women. If there is less food, it is 
women who get to eat even less; if 
there is less money for education, it is 
girls who are made to drop out of 
schools; if the environment is inse- 
cure women's and girl's mobility is 
further restrained and they become 
more prone to violence, owing to the 
general subjugation of the Nepalese 
women. But in the areas directly af- 
fected by the conflict, life is closing in 
on them from all sides. Since most of 
the men have left thevillages, women 

social and ~olitical spaces previously 
closed to them. Does your experi- 
ence ofwomen and conflict in Nepal 
also suggest the same window of op- 
portunity exists for women to refor- 
mulate their roles? 

Rita: There is this break with tra- 
dition that you mention. For women 
particularly those from the disadvan- 
taged ethnic and class groups, the 
Maoist ranks provide the space they 
could never have hoped to have. In 
fact, Maoist leadership has explicitly 
stated that women's participation has 
lent major strength to their move- 
ment. However, it has also come to 
be known that women are victims of 
rape sexual abuse, and other forms of 
violence and discrimination within 
the Maoist hierarchy. In its short 
history, Nagarik Aawaz has learnt 
about these experiences of women. 

Elinor: Rita, in my studies ofinter- - 
Nepal, it was aground-breakmgevent are usually left to fend for themselves, ., 
in it that it brought senior security the elderly and the children. For the 
personnel, donor representatives, and safety of their lives, they are under If the environment is 
NGO leaders roge;her on the same compulsion to provideshelter or cook i n Secu re wo m e "'S a d g i rlls 
platform, very successfully. Sunila for the Maoistcadre, which gets them 
herself said that in the 20 years of intoproblemswiththesecurityforces, mobility is further 
conflict in Sri Lanka, it has been who then give them a hard time for restrained and they become 
impossible to think of bringing in looking after the "enemy." Needless 
security personnel with members of to say, they arevulnerable to rape and 

more prone to  violence. 
. 

the civil society and actually hope to sexual abuse from both sides. But, for 
have a mutually beneficial dialogue! many women in these areas it is also national development I have read 

Elinor: I am interested to hear the trauma of not knowing weather many feminist critiques of interna- 
more about the impact ofthe conflict 
on women in Nepal. Feminist writ- 
ing on women and war has described 
the particularly harsh ways women 
can be affected by war. When fami- 
lies and communities come under 
siege, women face the stress of in- 
creased workloads and added respon- 
sibilities, while often male family 
members are absent or unable to act. 
What are some of the issues women 

- 
you are going to see a father, a hus- 
band or a son ever again-be they in 
the security cadres or in the Maoist 
ranks. 

Elinor: My experience working 
with women in Lebanon has edu- 
cated me about the negative impacts 
war has on the lives of women, but 
also, among other things, howwomen 
have utilized crisis conditions to break 
out of traditional roles and occupy 

tion2 development.- Mainly devel- 
opment has been criticized for its 
inattention, incorrect assumptions, 
andlor negative impact on women. 
One of the critiques I have found 
most astute is the argument about 
the "depoliticizing effects" of devel- 
opment aid, particularly the way in 
which the discourse and agendas of 
donor agencies can displace or co-opt 
feminist language and activity. In my 
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experience, explicitly feminist lan- 
guage can be perceived as "too politi- 
cal" in the eyes of certain donors. 
Thus, terms like "feminist" or "con- 
sciousness-raising" are displaced by 
more amorphous development con- 
cepts such as "gender concern" or, 
"empowerment." What do you think 
of this, and does it relate to your 
experience? 

Rita: "Feminist" is not a popular 
word in our part of the world. At one 
time, my colleagues, who were the 

The greatest danger is how 
development work can 

become "just a job" and 
one forgets that  we  are 

intervening in  people lives. 

most feminist women and some men 
working in South Asia in Oxfam, 
were not ready to label themselves as 
feminists. The risks are just too high 
and that is a reality. For instance, 
being feminist can mean being "west- 
ern" which is seen as disrespectful of 
traditional and culturalvalues. Being 
feminist can also mean being "loose" 
of character, or it can also mean that 
you are simply a "home-breaker." 
Owing to these connotations, as a 
change-agent in development, it is 
risky to lose the community's respect 
and one's credibility. 

In the last ten years, I have been 
very explicit in introducing myself as 
a feminist, but one must always be 
prepared to explain, andlor defend 
one's identity. So in development 
work, as you correctly point out, it is 
almost always cloaked or subverted 
under the commonly used and the 
acceptable term "gender." The 
growth ofthe Women's Funds,' origi- 
nally in Europe and North America, 
and now throughout the world is an 
indication that the mainstream funds 
have not really worked for women in 
the way they were meant to. This is a 
real irony. I don't think our project 
will be perceived as feminist action 
by the donors. In my past experience, 

I have always had to re-word my 
work with a more acceptable devel- 
opment discourse in order to remain 
palatable to development donors. 

Elinor: Rita, you have told me 
before that Nepal is 70 percent de- 
pendant on foreign aid. When I think 
of this and the fact you have found it 
necessary to "water-down" the femi- 
nism in your project description in 
order to fit into donor agendas and 
access funding, what comes to my 
mind are serious questions about the 
abilityoflocal social movements, and 
grassroots organizations, to exist and 
operate outside of the domain of 
foreign donors and according to their 
own terms. In Canada, Tanzania and 
Lebanon I have worked with people 
who feel that donor influence, among - 
others things, has contributed to a 
erosion of the spirit of political activ- 
ism as both programming and or- 
ganizational structure became more 
"professionally" and "development" 
based and less volunteerist and activ- 
ist based. What are your own feelings 
about this? Does it apply to the case 
of Nepal? 

Rita: Elinor, this process is defi- 
nitely apparent in Nepal. Just before 
I started work on founding Nagarik 
Aawaz, I thought I should start a 
political party, and began talkingwith 
my friends and colleagues. Sadly, in 
the absence of adequate support for 
this idea, I gave it up. Indeed, as Ne- 
pal has became increasingly aid de- 
pendent, it was also interesting to 
observe that "development" has be- 
gun to equal "jobs" and as a result 
Nepali civil society including social 
movements and feminist politics, 
have been slowly but surely subsumed 
within development aid structures. 
It was precisely the reason of getting 
away from the dangers of donor de- 
pendency that I founded Tewa (a 
Nepali Women's fund dedicated to 
supporting rural women's organiz- 
ing and remaining independent of 
international development funding). 
One of the greatest dangers I see, is 
how development work can become 
"just a job" and one can forget that 
we are intervening into people lives, 

and thus have a tremendous moral 
and ethical responsibility. 

Elinor: In terms of this interven- 
tion into people's lives you mention, 
I would like to ask you about how 
you see the perceptions of local peo- 
ple towards the development agen- 
cies. While working in rural l'anza- 
nia with a community-based health 
project, I was struck by the extent to 
which people in local communities 
were skeptical of development agen- 
cies, and NGOs. Privately, many 
community members expressed that 
they did not feel much connection 
between the development projects 
carried out in their village, and the 
needs they felt in their daily lives. Yet, 
because of the serious lack of govern- 
mental services, communities mem- 
bers felt they had nowhere else to 
turn except to the development 
NGOs, even though many doubted 
as to whether these organizations 
could ever affect ameaningful change 
in their daily lives. Are there similar 
sentiments expressed among people 
in Nepal? What are their perceptions 
ofdevelopment agencies and NGOs? 

Rita: In regular times, starting yet 
another N G O  is not something I 
would have wanted to do. There is lot 
ofskepticism among the general pub- 
lic for the work that they do and are 
perceived literally as "dollar-farm- 
ing" businesses. In the last decade, 
with donors' preference to work di- 
rectly with NGOs owing to the pos- 
sibility of a more cost-effective, ex- 
tended, and expansive program cov- 
erage, the government also sees them 
as a competitor rather than an ally. At 
the community level as more and 
more NGOs become more project 
oriented and time bound according 
to donor need, there is a growing 
distrust and lack of interest in the 
local communities. But under the 
present conditions we have little 
choice and Nagarik Aawaz will pro- 
vide a legal framework for us to work 
in this area. Also in an aid-ridden 
country it is a good way to allow for 
the allocated resources to be used for 
the benefit of the affected ~eople .  
However owing to the existing lack 

90 CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIESILES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME 



of trust it will be very important to 
build in transparency and account- 
ability in the entire process of doing 
this work. 

Elinor: As we have touched on, 
funding is an issues that has sparked 
much critique among development 
scholars and practitioners alike. I see 
the issue of accessibility of develop- 
ment institutions to local organiza- - 
tions as being key to this critique. 
Even when there are funds available, 
institutional structures often impede 
locally based organizations from ac- 
cessing much needed funds. The 
United Nations, World Bank and 
large bi-lateral agencies are common 
targets of this critique as the gap 
between their policies and practices 
and the needs of the actual people 
they purport to serve can, at times, 
appear immense. How well do you 
feel development agencies bridge this 
gap in Nepal? 

Rita: Well, even if the intentions 
of these organizations are good, their 
structures are indeed major impedi- 
ments to accessing funds. I feel that 
their structures, policies and proc- 
esses have not been sufficiently re- 
viewed for the extent to which-they 
allow grassroots groups to access re- 
sources. For instance, often they do 
not have field offices or proposals can 
only be written in English. A wom- 
en's group in rural Nepal can barely 
come into Katmandu and organize a 
meeting with the likes of the World 
Bank or the United Nations Devel- 
opment Fund (UNDP), let alone 
write proposals in English! But the 
most worrying thing is how everyone 
seems to be able to a turn a blind eye 
to such an obvious problem! 

This problem is not limited to 
local groups however. Despite the 
skills and experience Nagarik Aawaz 
has working with donors even we 
have faced difficulty in securing funds. 
Early on, we learned that major do- 
nors working in Nepal created what 
is called a "basket fund." This fund 
was named the "Peace and Develop- 
ment Fund" and comprised funds 
from various donors. It is housed at 
the UNDP. The fundwas earmarked 

specifically for peace building work 
since it was becoming increasingly 
evident that development work could 
not happen in the present conflict 
situation. This seemed to be the most 
logical funding opportunity for the 
kind of work Nagarik Aawaz was 
beginning to do, so a proposal was 
duly submitted. Though past experi- 
ences with donors had not always 
been positive, we thought that such 
urgent needs would draw forth a 
more effective and rapid response. 
One of the main lessons we have 
learned in our peace-building efforts 
is that we must be able to improvise 
and be innovative in order to re- 
spond as quickly as possible to the 
ever increasing human needs in con- 
flict-torn areas. However, in the past 
ten months of having submitted our 
proposal to the UNDP, and even 
though we have been assured of re- 
ceiving funds, they have made us 
revise our proposal three times. De- 
spite the commitment of UNDP fi- 
nancial support, we still do not yet 
have a confirmed dateltime for the 
grants. This leaves us in a limbo. 
When can we recruit staff? When can 
we launch these badly needed pro- 
grams? What activities can we and 
can't we initiate? Furthermore, the 
option of trying to approach other 
donors is not available to us, because 
all of the donors have allocated their 
peace-building funds to the same 
basket fund. Who can make-up the 
lost time to the victims of conflict? 
Who is responsible? O f  course the 
intention of the donors and the 
UNDP is to ensure the funds are 
correctly and carefully handled, but 
when resources meant for urgent re- 
sponse work in conflict zones are 
tied-up like this, the delay of a day 
may literally mean the lives of many. 
Ifit had not been for the timely grant 
Nagarik Aawaz received from the 
Urgent Action Fund which, though 
small, came in at the right moment 
and with the right amount offlexibil- 
ity as feminist funds generally do, 
Nagarik Aawaz would have been 
unable to do the work we have al- 
ready done. 

Elinor: Rita, one of the hopes I 
have for "development" worklies not 
with the big agencies, but rather in 
the partnerships forged between femi- 
nists fighting similar battles on dif- 
ferent global fronts. Whether it be 
class oppression, racism, patriarchy, 
violence or environmental degrada- 
tion, the more feminist networks and 
organizations can support each other 
the more feminists are able to work 
on their own terms. The fact that 
feminist funds like the Urgent Ac- 
tion Fund have been the most re- 
sponsive to funding your peace build- 
ing work, I think speaks volumes 
about the need to build feminist to 
feminist partnerships. The fact re- 
mains however, that many activists, 
women's organizations and commu- 
nity-based development efforts re- 
main dependant on funding from 
international development donors to 
continue their work. Given this, and 
the issues we have discussed, how do 
you see the possibility of building 
meaningful partnerships between 
development aid and local initiatives, 
that are truly based in the needs, and 
priorities of local people? 

Rita: According to my experience, 
meaningful partnerships can only be 
built on equal ground, and in an 

If development is going to 
make a difference in the 

world it has to ask itself if it 
is really addressing the root 

causes of injustice. 

environment of mutual respect and 
trust. Until this condition is created 
in the world of development aid, I 
personally do not see the possibility 
of a meaningful partnership. Even as 
the world is seemingly converging as 
a global village in some ways, it is also 
getting more and more polarized in 
its realities of inequity and injustice. 
If development is going to make a 
difference in the world it has to look 
deeply into its own structures and 
assumptions and ask itself if it is 
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really addressing the root causes of 
injustice. 

Rita Thapa has over 2 0  years experi- 
ence as a feminist educator and com- 
munity activist initiatingandsupport- 
ing institutions relating to women i 
empowerment in Nepal as well as in- 
ternationally. She is widely recognized 
for herground-breaking work infound- 
ing Tewa the Nepal women ? @nd, 
and is currently involved in founding 
Nagurik Aawaz an initiative for con- 
Jlict transformation and peace-build- 
ing in Nepal. Rita is the Dame Nita 
Barrow Visitor 2002 to the University 
of Toronto, a Board Member of the 
UrgentAction FundlU S.A., and is an 
Ashoka Fellow. 

Elinor Bray-Collins has studied and 
worked in international development 
for more than a decade. Her work in 
feminist activism, research, andpopu- 
lar education has taken her to commu- 
nities in Canada, Thailand, Lebanon 
and Tanzania. Atpresent she is work- 
ing with a women i NGO in Beirut, 
doing research on the impact offoreign 
aid on feminist organizing in the Arab 
region. Elinor is a Ph. D. student at the 
Ontario Institutefor Studies in Educa- 
tion of the University of Toronto. 

'Both Mama Cash and Urgent Ac- 
tion are examples of what is referred 
to as "feminist funds." These are 
independent feminist funding organi- 
zations that fund activists and projects 
that directly support women's rights. 
Mama Cash was founded in Holland 
20 years ago. It provides grants to 
women's groups internationally on 
issues pertaining to women's human 
rights. The Urgent Action Fund. 
based in Denver, U.S.A., is a much 
younger fund addressing urgent needs 
in terms of women's human rights 
issues. Both organizations have fund- 
ing structures that are more flexible 
than other agencies in order to allow 
feminist activists to take advantage of 
unanticipated opportunities or situ- 
ations where women's rights must be 
advanced (see www.urgentaction- 
fund.org and www.mamacash.nl). 

21nitially Mama Cash in Holland and there has been a growth of women's 

The Global Fund for Women in the funds internationally. Today there 
U.S. were the only funds in Europe are over 30 indigenouswomen's funds 
and America that gave to women's scattered in Asia, Africa, South 
organizations outside of their coun- America and Eastern Europe. 
tries. But in last seven to eight years 

ALEXIS EASLEY 

White Garden I 

That summer you planted a garden for each of us: 
delphiniums for one daughter, butterfly flowers 
and potted roses for the others. 
On the telephone, you told me 
about the sweet alyssum you planted for me 
in an all-white garden, best viewed at night 
under a summer moon. 

Somehow we forgot that in July 
the sun never sets, 
the moonlight would never make 
those petals glow. 

Now as icicles hang from black boughs 
and the stalks of last year's growth 
cast shadows on the snow, I look up and see 
the moon we had imagined together. 

Like a searchlight, it finds me walking alone, 
shining down on me instead of white flowers, 
on a world no longer tended by your dear hands, 
a garden run riot, now frozen over in silence. 

But as moonlight illuminates my face, 
I imagine all you planted coming into blossom 
all at once-white flowers under this winter moon- 
and know that the promise of spring is in your hands. 

Alexis Easley is an Assistant Professor of English at the University of 
Alaska Southeast, where she teaches literature and composition. Her 
book, First-Person Anonymous: Women Writers and the 
Victorian Print Media, is forthcoming from Ashgate Press. 
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