February 27, 2013
There has been a global outcry against sexual violence since the horrific gang rape of the young woman
in India. There have been cries to have the perpetrators castrated, put into jail or condemned to death. I
am angry and want some sort of justice – I want to see the powerless of the earth have the ability to
make healthy and safe choices. Yet I tend to state that the crimes are violence against “women and
children” – does that mean that it is the population of men who are the perpetrators – the ones to be
blamed – the enemy? I have learned that sexual abuse is very complex – humanity’s moral, spiritual,
emotional and cultural values are very complex. So – how do we make the changes so that our children
will be able to live in a safer world? Is the solution to put all of the “bad guys” in jail? I believe the
solution is dialogue and understanding and that has begun around the world. I want to tell you how
Zanzibar, a small archipelago off the coast of Tanzania has been taking responsibility and attempting to
tackle the problem of sexual abuse.
The islands of Zanzibar are predominantly Muslim and the government has acknowledged that yes there
is sexual abuse in Zanzibar and the government is taking responsibility to fight this scourge. The various
ministries, police, courts and universities are collaborating to learn all that they can how to best change
attitudes, help the victims and build a safer society for children. The universities have started Child
Protection, Social Work and Counseling diploma programs so that there will be trained professionals
who can help everyone across the entire island.
I tend to see things very black and white and when I think of sexual abuse I immediately think of violent
rape, such as the one in India. Yet that is not always the case and it can often be very challenging to
decide who is to blame for crimes against those with less power. I learned of one 13 year old girl in
Zanzibar who’s parents were divorced – she and her mother moved into a rooming house and her
mother was very angry with her ex-husband. The girl went off to school every day frightened and
confused with nobody to talk to. A man in the rooming house started paying attention to the young girl
– asking her how her day at school was, giving her sweets or chips. Eventually they began to have sex –
now I totally agree that the man was the adult and I would hope that he would know right from wrong
as far as taking advantage of a young girl. The girl never asked for help – she didn’t go to her mother or a
teacher or even a friend. One day the man took the girl to a house and the villagers saw and got angry
and called in the school principal, the police and many others. The man wanted to give compensation to
the mother but the police decided that he must be arrested and charged.
My question to so many people is “Does it benefit the victim to come forward and ask for help?”. This
girl was now targeted as shameful and although many tried to help her she was still very confused. Her
school counselors told her “It’s done and over with it – wipe out the memory and go on and be a good
student”. Is that the answer – to pretend it never happened and do what you must to become
acceptable to society? I believe the solution is to help give as much knowledge as possible to all people
so that they can attain better decision making skills and this is where the counselors will play a big part.
The men need to understand that they do not have the right to abuse anyone just because they are
sexually aroused and the victims need to learn that they do have options – they need safe people who
they can go to for help and advice.
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The One Stop Center at Mnazi Moja Hospital opened in April 2011 and has been utilized every day by
citizens of Zanzibar in need of services and information surrounding sexual abuse. I will not say that it is
perfect but I so admire that the government is supporting the work accomplished here and the
ministries are collaborating to enhance the services and move out into other communities. I spoke with
Biubwa Ali Mohammed, the coordinator of the Center and she has been focusing on organization and
communication between the staff, police, ministries and others – it’s a very big job. There is a challenge
as the staff are not permanent which can be difficult to run the Center efficiently but they are doing the
best they can for now. Policewoman Maulidi Rhamadhani is one of the police who is available 24/7 to
any victim who comes to the One Stop Center. The book has all of the data of every person who has
come through the Center and I believe it is a great basis for the database that everyone has agreed is
vital for the growth of the protection of sexual abuse victims.
Dr Marijani (sorry I don’t have his photo) has been with the Center since it opened in 2011. He feels that
there is a great need to focus on confidentiality – that is a big problem in such a small community as
Zanzibar – everyone knows everyone. He said that if a victim does go to a family member then that
person usually calls in other family members which creates confusion as to how to proceed. He feels it
would be valuable if parents could be educated to go directly to the One Stop Center or the police
gender desks to begin the process and learn more about how to handle a sexual abuse case.
He also said that DNA testing and a good chain of evidence is needed – the biggest problem is lack of
evidence. The majority of the victims have washed away most of the evidence before they even arrive at
the One Stop Center. Dr Marijani believes that it will be the women – the mothers and girls who are
victimized who will be the leaders to propel this movement forward.
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I visited the Gender Desk at the Madema police station which is just outside of Stonetown. Sargeant
Major Mr Zahoro, Police Constable Kassim Fadhil and Mrs. Sargeant Sofia work there every day. Kassim
Fadhil has been working there since 2011 and he believes passionately that his job is to reduce the
number of sexually violent crimes. He said that there are many challenges – one of which is that there
are very different and varied cultures within Zanzibar – it is truly a “melting pot” of people. He said it is
important to understand that what might work in one village may not work in another and that it is
important to learn about each of the different peoples and if possible have police officers who are from
that area to handle the problems.
He mentioned that the police are responsible to follow up on a case but as is so common – the problem
is money for phone (to call the victims, perpetrators , school officials or police) and money for petrol to
go out to the villages, some of which may be more than an hour away. Zanzibar is doing its best to focus
on how to handle the finances for small (yet very important) expenses like telephone, petrol and
printing. There were copiers in the police station but alas, they had no toner or needed to be repaired
and they were waiting for the fundi.
Kassim showed me the reports since the beginning showing who and why people visit the gender desk. I
will honestly say that the majority have been parents or relatives wanting their daughters tested to see
if they are virgins or pregnant. Often if a young girl is having sex and gets pregnant then they will marry
her off to the man and that way there is no shame. Again – as an American when I think of sexual abuse
I assume it is violent rape but it is much more complex than that. Many victims have been abused by
family members, teachers, religious instructors (just like Catholic priests) and often the victims do not
come directly to the police or the hospital so they have washed away whatever evidence there may be.
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I was very excited to be invited to the inauguration of the Gender Desk in Mwera (the second in
Zanzibar) which is a village where some of my farmer friends live. I sat with Kheriyangu Khamis, my
friend who is a woman police officer and was honored at that. Bi Fatma Bilal, the PS of Women,
Children and Social Welfare gave a wonderful speech about the importance of the government taking
responsibility to stop sexual violence in Zanzibar. The Swedish Ambassador, Lennarth Hjelmaker, also
gave a great speech and he was in awe that Zanzibar has taken the initiative and accomplished so much
without any major outside source.
Bi Fatma Bilal, the PS (principal secretary) of Women, Children and Social Welfare is a very important
and respected woman in Zanzibar. I don’t usually interview people so important and it was a great
honor to have her speak with me. In Zanzibar it is necessary for respected members of the government
to give the people themselves the signal that it is okay to actually implement the programs and laws that
have been written. Bi Fatma believes that the One Stop Center brought awareness to Zanzibar of the
extent of the sexual abuse problem and that the government has taken the responsibility to do research
and assess the problems to be able to come up with some solutions. I admire that Bi Fatma speaks out
whenever she gets a chance, whether it is at the inauguration of the Gender Desk or at a graduation for
a kindergarten school. She passionately believes that dialogue is what will help Zanzibar to prevent more
sexual abuse and to focus on the protection and treatment of victims. It is not an easy job to be
someone so important in the government to speak out about changing the attitudes around sexual
violence but Bi Fatma is doing that and is doing a wonderful job.
I believe that what is happening in Zanzibar is a movement of change that is truly from the grass roots
level. Mubarak Maman, of Save the Children, is a remarkable man who works tirelessly to continue
telling people “Yes you can – you’re doing a great job” and then he spends much of his time meeting
with foreigners and donors attempting to get assistance that will be sustainable. I was very afraid that a
large donor would come in and try to co-opt the work that is being done in Zanzibar but that is not
happening. The Zanzibaris themselves are building a very strong base on which to grow for the future.
Yes there are challenges and yes they need assistance – it is important to understand that they have
been doing this for two years and they know exactly where they are going so any assistance would be in
collaboration with the locals taking the lead not the other way around.
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Kheriyangu is my friend, the woman police officer who I also interviewed last year. She believes strongly
that it is the responsibility of the local Zanzibaris with the backing of the government to do what they
can to make Zanzibar a safer place for their children. Last year Kheriyangu spoke about ethics within the
police and she continues to fight for that. Every time that I have walked into the One Stop Center or a
gender desk (without any advance notice) there has always been one of two police (in plainsclothes)
manning the desk. Kheriyangu has been talking of having a dinner to Celebrate all of the hard work that
everyone has been doing over the past few years and I hope we can have that come to pass when I go
home in June.
Kheriyangu feels strongly that there needs to be a database with consistent data from across the islands.
She said that the biggest change this past year has been the enactment of the Children’s Act of 2011.
She asks the questions “Who committed the crime – who is the victim – why do people stay silent?”
There is always a conspiracy of silence around sexual abuse crimes and certainly Zanzibar is no different.
What is different is that Zanzibaris are talking – to each other – to educators – to people with power to
make changes in the laws. Dialogue is the process of sustainable and successful change for the future.
Maria Obel, the child protection officer for the Department of Social Welfare has more energy than
most people I’ve ever met. She is also an incredibly calming presence which I always appreciate. She is in
her office early in the morning and sees victims and their families, she holds monthly meetings with the
various partners within the ministries, hospital, court and police. She works tirelessly to put together the
presentations for the quarterly meetings for the important government officials and she always has a
smile and information for any visitor or potential donor who wants to learn more about how Zanzibar is
fighting sexual abuse. Maria wants to focus on total community awareness and a better coordinating
mechanism between the partners. She wants to organize “children’s teams” to get out the message.
Mubarak of Save the Children had started a children’s drama group to teach such things as “bad
touching and good touching” but of course the funding ended.
It is because of ALL of the people in ALL of the various sectors of government in Zanzibar that such
progress has been made. It would be easy to say “Okay – we’ve reached our goal and opened another
gender desk” or something like that but they don’t. The fight against sexual abuse has become very
personal for many of these people who believe that they are responsible to make Zanzibar a safer and

happier place for their children and they are doing their best to keep going – they are not giving up even
when sometimes the obstacles seem insurmountable.
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I was fortunate to interview another very important person in Zanzibar – George Kazi, who is the
Registrar of the High Court (that means he’s like the CEO). He has been talking about having a children’s
court for a very long time and Mubarak Maman of Save the Children helped that dream to come true.
The launching of the Children’s Court was 5 February, 2013. The objective of the court is to hear cases
committed by children under 18 – to ensure that all rights of the child accused are observed and court
environments are child friendly. They are really three small rooms in the back of the courthouse. There
is the magistrate chamber (used as a court room) and the Public Prosecutor Chamber (used for his court
hearing preparation). The third room is for the typist/transcriber. Because of that the magistrate does
not have to take notes and can focus on what the victim and the offender are saying. This court can also
be used for rape and defilement cases and provides a more comfortable place for the victim to give
evidence.
One of the my first questions I asked George was “How many cases have come to court and how many
convictions have you had?”. Once again – I have assumptions that are not always true. As George
pointed out, many of the offenders are children themselves and need counseling rather than prison
time. There has been a new law enacted – the Children’s Act of 2011 which means that there are
systems in place to be able to carry out arrests, court proceedings and judgments. The truth is that as of
now most cases do not go to trial as there is a lack of evidence due to the chain of evidence and once
again – the extended family first gets involved and evidence is lost over time. Many cases are settled by
compensation for the victim and the family. I know that many people will be horrified to hear that but it
is the reality. As I said in the beginning, the solution may not be to castrate or jail all offenders – the
solution may be to learn more as to how to educate the public and the offenders so that they can
change their behavior and their attitudes.
George believes that education of parents is very important – Dr Marijani agrees with him as does Bi
Fatma Bilal. If a child is approached by someone who may try to abuse them – the parents are the first
line of defense. If the child can trust their parents enough to tell them of their fears then the parents
have an opportunity to protect their children. A friend of mine had his daughter complain about a man
at her madrassa (religious school) who was acting inappropriately. He went to the madrassa teacher and
got no satisfaction so he moved his daughter to a different madrassa. This is much the same problems
that occur all over the world. In America how many of the young who were abused by Catholic priests,

coaches and others could have been saved if they had felt that their parents would believe them when
they said something bad was happening?? Part of the solution is to teach parents how to listen to their
children everywhere in the world, not just in Zanzibar.
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Counseling has become a major factor in changing the attitudes of people in Zanzibar to help create a
safer world for their children. Bi Aziza Hamed is the director of the Zanzibar School of Health and
another amazing woman (there are lots of them here and I’m thrilled to be making their acquaintance).
She lived in UK for many years and has returned to Zanzibar to do something to strengthen the country.
The school has nursing and counseling courses. It is a small school but the students and teachers that I
met are very dedicated. I really liked the room for the practical learning – I’m very big on practical. The
students do one year of theory and then they will be doing an internship. I feel that one of my greatest
assets is to bring people together. I suggested to Aziza that it would be a great idea to have various
police, doctors, sober house guys and others come to speak to the students before the students choose
where they might do an internship. I am pushing hard to get some of the students to volunteer up at the
Welezo Old Age Home – I think it would be a wonderful way for Zanzibaris who will be professionals
working in the social work field to learn about the various challenges that people face in Zanzibar.
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Then I visited Sarah Seme, the acting head of the Department of Social Sciences at SUZA (State
University of Zanzibar) which is more than an hour out of town. They have been building this beautiful
campus for the past few years and now it’s opened and ready to go. Sarah is very interested in linking
with others and I hope to have some networking dinners after I get home so that she can meet Aziza
and others who all have the same vision. It’s very exciting now to have three universities with diploma
programs around child protection, social work and counseling. I feel it’s even more important to make
sure that the graduates have a good understanding of what it means to do counseling, especially around
sexual abuse issues. Hopefully a strong internship program between the various ministries and other
partners will create a good base for growth.
Zanzibar is on the cutting edge of taking the initiative to find a solution concerning sexual abuse. They
have and continue to open gender desks in different police stations. They continue to have quarterly
meetings of high government officials so that they can be updated as to how each ministry is moving
forward in their fight for child protection. There is a continuing dialogue going on at all levels in Zanzibar
around sexual abuse. No – it is not perfect – there is much to be done and everyone is willing to do what
they can to help.
There is a need for a database that has consistent information that can be analyzed quarterly. As Bi
Fatma Bilal said, the government is doing research to assess the problems and find the solutions. The
database project is well underway and the Child Protection Information Management program will be
launched on 26 February, 2013. . There is also a great need for counseling – right now there are no full
time counselors at the One Stop Center and it is very difficult for victims to come to town for further
counseling. Towards that end, the gender desks at various police stations with trained counselors will be
vitally important. The price of constructing and furnishing a gender desk is $5,000.00!!!! A little bit of
money can go a long way.
Foreign expertise and assistance is important to fight the war against sexual abuse. We need trainings of
counselors, court officers, magistrates, everyone – there is so much to learn. I hope that I can help to
link with some organizations or people who will try to help in a respectful way. Zanzibar is a
predominantly Muslim island made up of many different varieties of people – there is not one solution
that will fix all problems.
There are a number of local people who would be the best trainers – they are Muslim, understand the
culture and have worked in the various systems around sexual abuse for the past two years. I don’t
believe the police need foreigners to come in and train them how to handle sexual abuse victims – I

believe that the locals working in the field or at the gender desks are the ones who can be most effective
at training others. As usual, the challenge is funding for locals and donors often only like paying
foreigners to do trainings. Change will come slowly but it will definitely arrive.
If you are interested in supporting these programs you can easily do it through Participate Now which is
a US based charitable foundation and a 5013C tax deductible organization. Any donations received will
go directly towards the projects on the ground in Zanzibar.
Participate Now is dedicated to continue working for the welfare of the people of Zanzibar. We strive to
make the biggest impact possible with very little resources. We do have a wealth of love and caring to
share with others who are interested in raising the quality of their lives.
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