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Banulacht AGM 6th December 2007

Chair’s Report

Introduction
In coming to write the Chair’s Report this year, I thought about what characterised 2007 for Banulacht - what might be a theme that could attempt to capture the work, the energy, the commitment and the good humour and support that has been the last 12 months?  There were a number of themes that I could have chosen, but the one that I have chosen is Change.  This is most likely influenced by the fact that change was a theme for me this year. I became a mother, to a daughter.  It provided me with a new perspective.  It gave me a sense of not only working for change for myself as a woman, but also for her as a future woman.  It has given me a sense of solidarity, not only between women now, but with women in the past and with women in the future. I have a better sense now of the meaning of the phrase ‘intergenerational solidarity’, that what we achieve and leave as a legacy will influence her life.  Ironically, at the very time when I had least time to give to Banulacht, I probably felt most connection to it.  

Banúlacht and change in 2007 is epitomised by a new 3 year strategy with new directions, change brought about by new members bringing fresh voices, and change brought about by new perspectives provided through our relationships with women in the South.
One of our core values in Banulacht is the belief that change is possible.  Our understanding of feminism is that women are active agents for change. We actively shape the social and political contexts of our lives, and we have a right to have and to make choices that impact upon us.  Change is possible.  On a personal note what I find most motivating about Banulacht is that its members and staff believe that, and work for it.  

Banulacht has been busy in 2007 working for change.  There have been workshops around the country, training courses, relationship building, conversations with other organisations that sought to create synergies, and conversations with women North and South about their realities.  We have played an active role in WIDE, We have communicated via our website, via the media, we have produced two Gender and Development Bulletins.  We have continued to make connections and in 2007, pushed ourselves to look at how we do that.  We also secured significant funding from the Development Education Unit towards our work.     

Who we are has changed, in that there are now more of us!  Last year I said that members represented the future of the organisation, highlighting that in the natural life cycle of an organisation, while it’s important that consistency and experience are maintained, there is the opportunity for new members to learn, to gain experience and to gradually take over the mantle and bring the organisation to new places.  Our membership has increased in 2007 and now stands at 42 members.

Creating a strong collective voice through growing membership is something that Banulacht strives for. A broad membership within the women’s sector creates the possibilities of creative synergies and strategic connections. We’re committed to developing our membership base in order to develop a stronger collective voice, to articulate the values we promote and the policies we develop.  To increase the visibility of the issues we focus on, and to enhance the capacity of key agents within the women’s sector to carry out advocacy informed by our policy positions.  The growing membership brings change and creates the possibility for change.

Rather than attempt to capture all of 2007 activities, I want to briefly focus on three – our conference, our exchange and the development of our new Strategic Plan.  

What makes Change happen?

‘What makes Change Happen?’ was the question posed by our International Women’s Day Conference in March.  The event was about song, about poetry, drama, about how women’s creativity can be used to make change happen. Women came to the conference as participants in the true sense of the word.  Women who would not normally have a voice at a conference were given, or rather took centre stage to tell, sing and act their stories, to talk about change, explore the links between women North and South and to give solidarity a tangible meaning, rooted in experience. There was a lot of energy in the room.  There was dancing, acting, singing and a lot of positive belief that change can happen and that all women as agents of change can make it happen.  Change was considered personally and then politically and then personally again.  The workshops paved the way for women to make connections between the political themes and their own realities.  This was not the stuff of dry speeches, it was the power of real voices and real networking. 

For Banulacht this approach to a conference was a new one.  We took a risk in trying out a new, untested way of facilitating our members to conceive of their place in the world.  It worked.  The feedback suggests that the conference touched and inspired people and that it was a process that empowered women.  This is learning that we will build on for our conference next year.  The conference sub group who worked over a period of months to imagine the conference and then to make it happen deserve acknowledgement. 

Exchange
In September, eight women from Ireland travelled to Tanzania on the Banulacht exchange, to begin an experience that would challenge them to engage with development issues and also with diverse feminisms.  The success of the trip was in no small part owing to the reflection, thought and careful preparation as well as enthusiasm that each of the women packed in their bags and brought with them. 

Preparation for the exchange has constituted a key part of Banulacht’s workplan over the past number of years, not least the strengthening and deepening of our relationship with TGNP (the Tanzanian Gender Networking Programme).  Both Mary Rusimbi and Gemma Akilamali from TGNP have been to speak at Banulacht conferences and meet with women’s groups all around Ireland. The highlights of the exchange in summary, have been listed as the commitment and enthusiasm of the group, the welcome received from TGNP, the engagement wit the Tanzanian women, the new insights and questions prompted by this.


The exchange was in many ways the embodiment of Banulacht’s values, not least the value we place on diversity – diversity of women’s experiences, perspectives and priorities but also solidarity.  Solidarity is a core value of Banúlacht based on the recognition that globalisation is an economic, political and ideological phenomenon which actively links the lives of women throughout the world. 

‘Our understanding of feminist solidarity is anchored by commitments to relations of mutuality, co-responsibility and common interests. It focuses on power relations, which involves locating oneself not just within ones own immediate context, but also within and across different social, cultural, political and historical perspectives and contexts. Rather than assuming a commonality of oppression, our understanding of the practice of solidarity envisages communities of women who have chosen to work and resist together. Our practice of solidarity is therefore not an uncritical one: it is rooted in our own values and involves engaging with those who share compatible values and goals.’ (Banulacht Strategy 2007-2010)

Our strategy states that Banúlacht aims to support and be strengthened by the global women’s movement through the creative and dynamic synergies of partnerships and strategic alliances with other feminist and likeminded organisations in Ireland and internationally. 

These values – of diversity and solidarity – are loudly present in the conversations and accounts of the exchange. The manner in which diverse feminisms presented themselves to the participants and challenged their views, yet as one participant has written – ‘through sharing our experiences of community work, we could clarify the gender based problems that are still relevant for us all, North and South’.  A very real solidarity was established and each participant has brought that back to their own organisation.  

For Banulacht the exchange has had a huge impact, in terms of raising our profile and further emphasizing the power of linking our policy work with grassroots work.  The exchange has got people talking and thinking.  The responses to the exchange have been analytical and strong links have been forged between community groups in Ireland and Tanzania.




 

Strategy 2007-2010

The development of a Strategic Plan is a process that is involved and time consuming and sometimes arduous, but something that you know is going to end with a positive.  It begins with a lot of ideas, a lot of information and a lot of energy.  As the debate and discussion continues, ideas that were agreed are revisited, questioned and teased out and sometimes abandoned.  It demands a lot of thought and energy and a willingness to keep going even when it feels like you are walking through treacle.  And the process this year did end with a positive. It ended with a strong strategic plan to which the organisation is committed.  Banulacht’s Strategic Plan 2007-2010 is a document that builds on who we are and how we work.  

There are two strategic aims

· To work with community women’s organisations/groups in Ireland, in solidarity with women in the South, for women’s human rights locally and globally

· To influence the policies and practices of key decision makers who work on international development so that their approach to gender is informed by critical feminist debates on women’s human rights locally and globally.

So how are we going to do that?  We have identified three strategic areas – education, policy and partnerships.  We are going to work with women’s community groups linking their experience of neoliberal globalisation with those of Southern women’s groups.  Our role will be to facilitate a development education process that goes beyond making the links and moves women towards action.

We are going to work in strategic alliances with international development institutions and the global women’s movement to strengthen gender equality perspectives in government and NGO policies and practices in Ireland

We’re going to develop, strengthen and deepen our partnerships and alliances  nationally and globally

And to ensure that we are in a position to do this work, we are going to develop the organisation, its membership, structure, practices and procedures as well as developing the organisation’s long term sustainability by securing sufficient and appropriate funds

For members the strategic plan is an important document that charts what we are going to do and why over the next three years.  

Thanks

The Annual Report is an opportunity to say thank you, to acknowledge the contributions made by so many towards our work.  A personal thank you to Banulacht for the support I received in my year of change, in particular to Niamh Farren for more than capably taking on the role of Chair, guiding the organisation through a really busy time as the Strategic Plan was finalised and the funding application submitted. 

A thank you to our funders, the Development Education Unit, Trocaire and Concern, for their support for our work.

Membership of the Executive is a rewarding experience precisely because of the women you get to work with and who engage wholeheartedly and with a great integrity, thoughtfulness and wit.  Thank you to each of you.  The time you give to Banulacht through the Executive meetings, the sub groups and the emails and phone calls is much appreciated. The energy, personality and thinking you bring to the organisation is essential to its sustainability and success.

A particular heartfelt thank you to Siobhan Madden and Eilish Dillon who step down from the Executive this year.   They both have given uniquely to Banulacht over the years.  They have each given their intelligence, their enthusiasm, their hard work and their humour but they have also, so many times provided energy and direction and a critical questioning when it was most needed.  While very different in many ways, Siobhan and Eilish also work extremely well together and while you will be missed as individuals, that synergy that you bring to a discussion will also be hugely missed from the Executive. It is hard to quantify the contribution you have both made, as Executive members and as respective chairs of the organisation, only to say that when the history is written, you will each have significant chapters.  Happily though, we are not losing them completely from Banulacht.  

Finally, a thank you to Eileen Smith, Co-ordinator, and Maeve Taylor, Project Leader. Again this year the challenge is to find an acknowledgement that would do justice to what you each bring to the organisation.   Our year’s success depended in no small part on your personal commitment to Banulacht and your professionalism and competence.  A heartfelt thank you from the Executive and from me personally for the constant support, expertise and drive you have provided.

2007 has been a successful and exciting year and Banulacht looks forward to 2008, to engaging further with our strategic plan and strengthening as an organisation.
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