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ENABLING WIDOWS TO HAVE A BRIGHTER AND FAIRER FUTURE

International Women's Day 8th March
Message from the Chair

Patsy Robertson, Chair, WRI

In reading reports from around the
world of celebrations to mark International Women’s day, the message is
clear: there has been much progress
in achieving equality for women and
girls but much more needs to be
done.
There is also an awareness that violence against women is still rampant
in all societies and this is borne out
by statistics released by the UN
recently.
These statistics confirm that violence
is still distorting the lives of millions
of women and girls.
The figures on the UN website are estimates that:


Up to 50% of sexual assaults are
committed against girls under the
age of 16.

Globally, 603 million women live
in countries where domestic violence is not yet considered a crime.



Up to 70% of women in the
world report having experienced
physical and/or sexual violence at
some point in their lifetime.


We must all pledge to increase efforts
to bring an end to this horrendous
state of affairs.

UN Activities
A commitment to work harder for gender equality because progress in so
many areas of human activity depended
on it was made by senior UN officials.
In his message to mark the day, UN
Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon said
that there was now clear evidence that
equality for women means progress for
all.
The Secretary
General's message was echoed by Mrs
MlamboNgcuka, Executive Director of
UN Women,
Mrs Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director of UN Women
Image and video available at: http://article.wn.com/
view/2014/03/11/
Q_A_with_Phumzile_MlamboNgcuka_He_for_She/
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the organisation created in 2010 to lead the UN's work on gender equality. A South
African national, Ms. Mlambo-Ngcuka broke new ground in women’s leadership
which began with her term as founding President of the Natal Organisation of
Women in 1983. She was also the first woman Deputy President of her country,
from 2005 to 2008. In 2008, she established the Ulambo Foundation to improve
education in impoverished areas.
In her message Mrs Mlambo-Ngcuka said "We can no longer afford to hold back
half the world’s population. The 21st century has to be different for every woman
and girl in the world. She must know that to be born a girl is not the start off a life
of hardship and disadvantage. Together we must make sure that:
SHE is Safe and Secure from gender-based violence.
SHE has Human rights that are respected, including reproductive rights.
SHE is Empowered economically and in every way through Education, Equal opportunity, participation and leadership.
This is the SHE imperative to which I call on you to commit. Let us all cross the line
and stand on the right side of history. Today and every day, UN Women will stand
strong for women’s rights, women’s empowerment and gender equality. Equality
for women is progress for all.”
Image and speech available at:http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2014/3/executivedirector-message-for-iwd-2014

Message from United Nations
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
VIENNA, 8 March (United Nations Information Service) - This International Women's Day, we are
highlighting the importance of achieving equality
for women and girls not simply because it is a matter of fairness and fundamental human rights, but
because progress in so many other areas depends
on it.

Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon

Countries with more gender equality have better economic growth. Companies with more women leaders perform better. Peace agreements that include women are more durable. Parliaments with more women enact
more legislation on key social issues such as health, education, anti-discrimination
and child support.
The evidence is clear: equality for women means progress for all.
This simple truth must be central as we work to accelerate progress towards the
Millennium Development Goals by next year's deadline and craft an agenda for the
years beyond 2015.
Important gains have been made in access to primary education for girls and political representation by women. But progress remains far too slow and uneven.
A baby girl born today will still face inequality and discrimination, no matter where
her mother lives. We have a common obligation to ensure her right to live free
from the violence that affects one in three women globally; to earn equal pay for
equal work; to be free of the discrimination that prevents her from participating in
the economy; to have an equal say in the decisions that affect her life; and to decide if and when she will have children, and how many she will have.
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I have a message for every girl born today, and to every woman and girl on
the planet: Realizing human rights and
equality is not a dream, it is a duty of
governments, the United Nations and
every human being.

to international politics and finance, its’
attitude towards and treatment of
women ping-pongs between the empowered female role models of its society and the forgotten women bound by
its traditions.

I also have a message for my fellow
men and boys: play your part. All of us
benefit when women and girls - your
mothers, sisters, friends and colleagues
— can reach their full potential.

An article featured on the BBC website
on 7 March 2014 paused to reflect on a
few circumstances that
weaken
women's
status in India.

Together, let us work for women's
rights,
empowerment
and
gender
equality as we strive to eliminate poverty and promote sustainable development. Equality for women is progress
for all!

NEWS FROM INDIA

PAGE 3

Statements available at:
https://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2014/sg
sm15676.doc.htm
Image taken from:
http://www.unmultimedia.org/radio/english/20
14/01/secretary-general-2014-to-be-a-year-ofprogress-for-people-and-the-planet/

Economic pressures
fuel Widowhood traditions
in India
India has recently been the centre of
attention regarding the safety of its
women. The Delhi rape case, which
made headlines worldwide, shone light
once again on how badly Indian society, culture and attitudes can treat
women.

Widows of Vrindavan

Despite the clear improvement in India’s economic growth, its contribution

As well as
looking into
Widow Shakti Dasi — beaten
the effect of
up by her sons
being a single
women and a
divorcee, the article also highlights the
struggle of widows.
Winnie Singh, a social activist who
works with the women of Vrindavan is
quoted:
“The reasons for tensions between widows and their families are primarily
economic. A widow is an extra mouth
to fill and could try to stake a claim to
the family property.”
"They still hope when they die, that
their son probably will come and light
their pyre," she says. "A son who
breaks your
legs, a son
who hits you
so hard that
your skull
breaks, a son
who is willing
to put cow
dung in your
mouth - and Shakti's small brick shack in
yet you want Vrindavan.
the same son
to come and light your pyre. We need
to break that mind-set also, somewhere."
Its clear that the treatment of widows
is complex and deep rooted in India’s
culture.
Original article by Rupa Jha, BBC Hindi, Delhi
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine26356373
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Child Brides—Widows In Waiting

NEWS FROM INDIA AND AFRICA

There are 35 million widows in India,
where the marriage of girls to much older men makes widowhood a common
Outcome. Many are shunned as bad
luck and can lose their status and ability
to support themselves.
An article featured in the national geographic points out the sad case of an inevitable child bride, Gunjan.
Gunjan,
her three
siblings
and mother
live in a 6ft
x 10ft
room. Her
father died
from a septic infecGunjan selling flowers along the tion after
being
river.
stabbed by
his brother over a property dispute.
Gunjan,
only 8
years old,
hasn’t
been to
school in a
year or
two. She
sells flowers along
the river to Photograph of Gunjan’s deceased
passing
father sits on a shelf in the fampilgrims to ily’s one-room home.
help her
illiterate mother. For this community “if
a girl is past puberty and unmarried, it is
considered a mark of a family’s bad morals, which can be perversely interpreted
as justification for sexual assault.”
From her mother Meena’s perspective,
the only way to protect her daughter is
to get them married as soon as possible.
History appears to repeat itself, “Meena,
too, was married as a young teenager,
kept strictly in the house by her husband, dependent on him, and then re-

Gunjan’s
older sister Tanuja
tries on
her best
outfit prior
to going to
a family
wedding.

jected by his family after he was killed.
Her own family, in a village hours away,
has six brothers without enough resources to split among themselves,
much less with her. Her girls are headed
down the same path, and because of
their poverty, they are likely to be married to much older men, who may leave
them as unskilled, illiterate widows with
young children, as their mother is now.”
Full article available at: http://
proof.nationalgeographic.com/2014/01/31/shecarries-the-weight-of-the-world/

Married at 10,
Pregnant at 13,
And widowed at 14
Alemtsahye Gebrekidan was 10 when
her childhood came to an abrupt end. 'I
was playing outside and my mum called
me inside to the house,' she remembers
of the day her world changed forever.

Alemtsahye Gebrekidan
'She said "you're going to marry". I
surprised and I cried but I didn't
anything to them [her parents].'
wedding, to a boy of 16, took place
two months later.

was
say
Her
just
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Shocking though it might seem, her experience is by no means unique. According
to World Health Organisation figures, 14.2 million girls under the age of 15 are
forced into marriage each year.
Most come from India, the Middle East, and like Alemtsahye herself, from subSaharan Africa - Niger, Chad, the Central African Republic and Ethiopia among
them. The consequences are appalling.
Along with an education and childhood cut short, girls suffer a traumatic initiation
into sexual relationships, are put at risk of domestic violence and STI's, and have
the chance of a career or better life taken away.
Worse, many also die in childbirth or from pregnancy-related complications - the
leading cause of death for girls aged between 15 and 19 years old in developing
countries, according to UN figures.'

NEWS FROM INDIA AND AFRICA

Story
available:
14.html

http://www.highstreetmail.com/odd-news/married-at-10-pregnant-at-13-and-widowed-at-

PROGRESS. . .
The importance of progress in uplifting
the status of women has been underlined in statements issued by the UN and
other world agencies. The link between
educating women in developing societies, empowering women to become financially independent and to have the
confidence to fight for their rights is becoming a slow - but sure—trend.
Women find themselves degraded in society because they are women. Widows
are especially inauspicious - considered
to be bad luck to their families or even
labelled a witch in some communities.
Harmful traditional and cultural practices against widows are humiliating.
The widow has no rights, no voice and
without support from her family or the
community, life can be colourless, constrained and brutal.

dained as priests in a centuries-old
Hindu temple in the southern Indian city
of Mangalore in Karnataka state. They
will be paid a monthly salary and will be
looked after by the temple management.

Lakshmi and Indira
ordainment ceremony

Hundreds watched a ceremony where
Lakshmi and Indira formally began performing rituals at the Kudroli Shree GoThe campaign to change attitudes tokarnanatheshwara Temple on Sunday.
wards widows appears to be bringing
Janardhana Poojary, former federal minsmall but significant changes to this
ister and the man behind the reform said
struggle. The following stories highlight the event was a "historic moment.” He
the leap made in improving society’s re- also said he would talk to the state auaction to widows and the good work of
thorities to appoint more widows in govorganisations dedicated to helping these ernment-aided temples across Karnawomen.
taka.

Widows ordained as
priests in Karnataka
Two widows who have trained in scriptures for four months have been or-

"There should not be any constraints on
widows from offering prayers. No widow
should be discriminated against because
of her marital status," he told reporters
after Sunday's ceremony, which was attended by Hindus, Muslims and Christians.
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NEWS FROM INDIA AND AFRICA

and Indira in order to change the mindsets and most people in the state have
welcomed the move.
"It gives me joy to see them being
greeted by devotees," said Anil, a student who felt social transformation was
necessary to make the country modern.

PAGE
PAGE 72

aid organisation she was able to stand
up to her stepson in court, and he eventually abandoned his claims.
However years later he returned to harass her and a local; government official
reffered her case to the International
Justice Mission, an international humans
rights agency with offices in Uganda.

The temple was set up by a revered
Hindu seer Narayan Guru, a 19th Century social reformer from the neighbour- The IJM took the matter to a national
ing state of Kerala.
court and after three years during which
a magistrate ruled in favour of the stepImage and story taken from:
son. An appeal was launched in the high
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-24425377 court and there the judge ruled that the
property rightfully belong to Sauda.

Courts overturn property
ruling in favour of
Ugandan Widow

The Cry of the African
widow

Sauda, pictured on the day a Ugandan court overturned an earlier ruling
A strong statement on the need for
and restored the widow to her rightful
the Christian church in Africa to continue
home.
to work for a change in attitudes towards widows, particularly in villages in
For two decades Sauda a Ugandan
the Igbo region of Niger has been made
widow lived in fear that her home, land
and business would be taken by her abu- by Roman Catholic priest, Father Anthony E. Onyeocha.
sive stepson.

After the funeral of her husband her
adult stepson began pressurising her to
abandon her home, leaving her without
shelter or an income as she would be no
longer able to rent out room s in her
house.

Fr Anthony E. Onyeocha

The message was posted online on the
Leader website and referred in particular
to the Igbo region of Nigeria. It ques
tioned the failure of the church “to com
bat these obnoxious practices” imposed
on widows.

The stepson threatened her for years
and even convinced local leaders that he
had a right to her home and property. He Full article and image available at: http://
also convinced a local court to order her theleaderassumpta.com/2014/03/02/the-cry-of-theafrican-widow-4/
eviction. With the help of a local legal
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One country, unequal rights, harmful practices,
discriminatory laws

LEGAL NEWS FROM AFRICA

Women and children are vulnerable to harmful traditional practices in
many countries and calls for legislation
and opposition to these practices are increasing. There has been an increase in
the number of scholarly studies and
books written about these cultural practices as well as the number of cases
which are now dealt with by the justice
system.
In the foreword
to a book entitled
Widowhood Practices: The Case of
Enugu State
(Nigeria) , a retired Supreme
Court Justice,
Niki Tobi, writes ,
“Although both
the widow and
the widower experience basically
equal pain for the
death of the partner, the Nigerian
widow suffers many deprivations, some
of which are inhuman, barbaric and uncouth. This discriminatory and parochial
approach in the practice of widowhood
in Nigeria destabilises and vexes Nigerian women and rightly so.
“Apart from the fact that the discriminatory practice violates the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the
traditional practices are a taboo in the
civilised world and should not find a
place in any decent society. It is difficult
for a human being in this day and age to
believe that a wife is forced to drink the
water used in bathing the corpse of her
husband, all in the name of custom, as
told by Mrs. Agnes lloegbunam. This and
other widowhood practices are repugnant to natural justice, equity and good
conscience and should be thrown out
from society as they do much harm to
womanhood..’’
The jurist observe that “although the
book tells the pathetic story of the experiences of Enugu State widows, it is
known that widows in other States in

the country suffer from similar situations. Nigerian women should continue
in the struggle for complete eradication
of the present obnoxious widowhood
practices.’’
In addition the Federation of International Lawyers (FIDA) urged women to
fight against widowhood practices in Nigerin society. This was supported by Mrs
Funmi Falana national coordinator,
Women Empowerment
and Legal Aid
(WELA) and
Mrs. Comfort
Attah. by
chairperson
of the Caring
and Uplifting
Widows and
Orphans
Foundation.
Story and image
taken from:
http://
nationalmirroronline.net/new/one-countryunequal-rights-harmful-practices-discriminatorylaws/

THE LAW TAKES A STAND
FOR WIDOWS
Published overleaf are reports on two
land judgements, upholding the right of
widows to inherit the family home and
property in Zambia and South Africa. The
first case in Zambia was taken to the supreme court which followed precedence
in UK and Kenyan law including statements by British jurists which established that the widow was entitled to a
beneficial interest in the family home.
While in South Africa the High Court in
the Western Cape ruled that surviving
partners in monogamous and polygons
marriages have the right to claim as a
beneficiary on the death of a spouse.
Edited report on both cases follows:
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Phiri (applicant) vs Mulenga (respondent). (Appeal no 123 2007)
Supreme Court of Zambia 23 (26 December 2013)

The proceedings related to the ownership of a house acquired by the respondent’s
late husband (the deceased) which he had been offered by the Council. By an earlier marriage the deceased had six children, one of whom, Alice, is the applicant.
The deceased married Margret Mulenga (the respondent) in 1980. He was in work
at the time, but subsequently lost his job. The price at which the house was offered
was K472,000. The deceased could only raise 200,000k. He asked Alice for the balance, but she could not afford it and, accordingly, the respondent, who was in
work, contributed the outstanding K272,000.

LEGAL NEWS FROM AFRICA

On the death of the deceased the respondent initially returned to her own tribe.
When she came back to the house she discovered the applicant had rented it to
tenants who were in occupation. The respondent sought to have them evicted and
to assert her own title.
In the proceedings which followed the applicant relied on the provisions of the
Kenyan Intestate Succession Act under which the respondent would have been entitled to no more than 20 per cent of the value of the house and then only until her
death or remarriage. The Supreme Court rejected this argument. The Court held,
following precedents in Kenyan and UK law, including statements by Lord Reid and
Lord Denning, that the respondent’s contribution to the purchase of the house established a constructive trust under which she was entitled to a beneficial interest.
The Intestate Succession Act had no application in these circumstances.
The Court apportioned 50 per cent of the value of the house to the applicant and
her siblings. If the applicant wished to continue to live in the house she should pay
the respondent half of its value. Otherwise, the house should be sold, the respondent receiving half of the proceeds and the applicant and her siblings sharing the
other half. The respondent’s interest in the proceeds was not limited to her life
but, under the constructive trust, a full beneficial interest. The applicant’s claim
was dismissed as without merit and no costs were awarded.
Cases cited: Annie Bailes v Charles Antony Stacey and Anierica Simoes (1986) ZR83
Dorcus Chilufya v Mable K Zimba, Cause No1999/HP/1203 (unreported)
Pettitt v Pettitt (1969) 2 All ER 383
Falconer v Falconer (1970) 3 All ER 449

Full case report available at: http://www.zambialii.org/zm/judgment/supreme-court/2013/23

SOUTH AFRICA
A decision delivered by the Western Cape High Court in the case Faro v Bingham
NO and Others (4466/2013) [2013] ZAWCHC 159 on 25 October 2013 confirmed
some of the progress made since 2004 in respect of recognising surviving partner(s) in monogamous and polygamous Muslim marriages respectively as a
"spouse" in terms of the Intestate Succession Act and as a "survivor" of the Maintenance of Surviving Spouses Act, thus permitting claims as beneficiary against a
deceased estate.
In this particular case the initial ruling by the Master of the High Court, finding the
applicant not to have been married to the deceased at the time of his death, was
set aside by the Court and the replacement executor instructed to provide for her
claim as spouse and survivor in the liquidation and distribution account. This was
good news, at last, for a widow left destitute in a case typified by the presiding
judge as highlighting "the vulnerability of women in Muslim marriages."
A full report of this case is available at: http://www.fanews.co.za/article/views-letters-interviewscomments/18/all/1102/welcome-development-towards-regulation-of-muslim-marriages-still-notenough/14804
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ABOUT WRI
Widows’ Rights International supports organisations in sub-Saharan Africa working
for social justice and human rights for widows including:


Right to keep their home and property



Right to inheritance and land ownership and
possession



Right to keep their children



Right not to be forcibly married to the dead
husband’s kin



Right to work outside the home

PLEASE SUPPORT OUR
WORK!
Go to www.widowsrights.org and press
the button to help us help these disadvantaged women in their struggle for their basic
human rights.

WRI works:



to promote the recognition of widows’ special vulnerability



to combat negative social attitudes which lead to their isolation, exploitation and poverty



to bring these practices to an end:

WRI mobilises action by:



International organisations



National governments



Legal and other civil society organisations

Registered Charity number 1069142
How to contact us:
Board of Trustees
Patsy Robertson, Chair
Dr. Karen Brewer
Victoria Brittain
Diana de Deney
Zarin Hainsworth
Dr. Kate Young
WRI’s Auditors
F. W. Smith, Riches & Co
18 Pall Mall
London SW1Y 5LU

Email:
administrator@widowsrights.org
Write to:
Room 405 Davina House
137-149 Goswell Road
London
EC1V 7ET
Telephone:
+44(0)20 7253 5504
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GIFT AID DECLARATION FORM
Gift Aid is a Government run scheme which allows WRI reclaim the tax on your donations. This
means we will receive £1.25 for every £1 you donate.
Gift Aid declaration*
□ I am a UK taxpayer and would like WRI to treat all donations I make or have made in
the last four years as Gift Aid donations until further notice.

□ I am not a UK taxpayer / I do not pay enough tax to qualify for Gift Aid.
I confirm that I have paid or will pay an amount of Income Tax and/or Capital Gains Tax for each
tax year that is at least equal to or higher than the tax claimed to cover the amount to WRI and
any other charities or Community Amateur Sports Club (CASCs) will reclaim from HM Revenue
and Customs. I also understand that Council Tax and VAT do not qualify.

Please let us know if your tax circumstances or name/address change so we can update our records.
Name

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Address

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Postcode

……………………………………

Telephone

………………………………………………

Email ………………………………………………………………………………………………

I would like to donate £ ……………………………………………… to WRI

Signed ……………………………………………………………………

Date

…………………………………

Please return your completed form to –
Widows Rights International
Room 405 Davina House, 137-149 Goswell Road, London EC1V 7ET
Phone: +44 (0)20 7253 5504
administrator@widowsrights.org
Registered Charity number 1069142

