Empowering Girls Through Out the Life Cycle : Focusing on safety and security in the education of girls.

“ I am a 15 year old girl .. currently studying in 9th standard. But now my parents don't want to send me to school. They don't understand the importance of education and don't believe that girls can also be independent. So they want me to get married soon” 
These are not my own words, but those of 15 year old Aaitarani Tamang, from Central Nepal. Aaitarani poured her feelings out in a letter she sent to Saathi Sanga Manka Kura, which is Nepali name for Chatting with my Best Friend. Its the Nepali youth radio program that I'm involved with. Chatting receives an average of 1500 letters every month from youth across Nepal and has over 6 million listeners a week.  A large percentage of our listeners and letter writers are girls ranging from as young as 11 years of age to mothers and grandmothers 60 years old. The older women say that the program has helped them to forge better relationship with their children. 
The letters and emails received by our radio program illustrate that it is the girl child who is often hardest hit by injustices and discrimination not only within society but within her own family. Though rich in culture and traditions, Nepal is still a conservative community when it comes to girls empowerment.  “Mutton for the mother of a son, pumpkin for the mother of a daughter” & “It does not suit a hen to crow”, "Let it be late, let it be a son" – these are a few of the most commonly spoken proverbs in Nepal, which are too often reflected in actions as well. While the birth of a son is celebrated with singing, dancing and feasting, generally no celebration takes place for the birth of a girl child. 

I will be the first to argue that we should not only focus on the negatives... and it is true that many girls in Nepal have moved ahead with participation in education, employment and civil services and have been able to pursue their goals to become economically independent.  But we cannot ignore the fact that this is not the reality for many Nepali girls. In comparison to men, girls and women in Nepal still lag behind socially, politically and legally, putting them within a lower status in the society than men.  In terms of education, the literacy rate of women stands at thirty percent while that of men is sixty percent. The gender gap in literacy and primary school enrolment is the highest in South Asia and the maternal mortality rate is still alarmingly high in the country. 
While increasing access to education and literacy is an important goal to strive for, I have learnt through the feedback that I get to my radio program that, Education, purely in the academic sense is not enough to solve the problems of Nepali girls. In many scenarios educated, and therefore presumably more privileged and empowered, urban young girls also face similar barriers when it comes to making decisions that effect their own lives. This could be anything from deciding when she would like to get married, who she would like to marry with, to family issues around socializing and utilizing spare time. It is always a father, a husband or a son – who makes the decisions for them.

The process of empowerment of a girl needs to start early in their lives. This can only be done if the mindsets of parents are changed and there is equity among the boy and girl child, in every home. Empowerment and respect instills a sense of self worth and confidence in the girl at an early age. This will continue as she grows up and will stand her good stead in her life. It will be difficult to empower a girl who has had a difficult and turbulent childhood. Her self esteem and confidence will have already eroded and this will generally accompany her as she grows up. It is therefore very important to work towards changing the mindset of parents and the radio program that I am involved in, works towards this end too.

We don’t only encourage our young female listeners to get academic education but also lay emphasis on imparting Life Skills through our radio program, so they are better able to tackle the problems that they face in their everyday life and are able to negotiate with their parents, husbands and other decision makers about their needs and desires. The life skills and other relevant information is passed on in a very youth friendly radio format that mixes drama, lively boy girl banter between the hosts, a letter discussion section, interviews and voices from the listeners across Nepal. Young boys and girls get introduced to a range of issues that concerns them, and their own and each other's rights and responsibilities around education, livelihood, interpersonal relationships, future aspirations... we encourage our listeners to think of creative ways to achieve their goals and to break down societal barriers between the genders. The radio program also targets elders like brothers', sisters, parents, grandparents and teachers who can speak in favour of girls empowerment and can create a more positive space for girls and women in society from birth and throughout their life. 
Since the radio program started 6 years ago our listeners have formed more than 1000 listeners clubs throughout the country. These members not only tune in to the program regularly, but are also actively organizing their own activities at the grassroots level addressing a range of youth issues ranging from gender and caste discrimination, girl child’s education, sexual reproductive health, good governance and peace building.  What I find most inspiring is that the participation of girls in these clubs is growing from month to month and increasingly girls are taking leading roles in the club activities.  These activities not only help girls to be more confident about themselves and their abilities, but also have a positive impact in their community, where they stand out as examples of how girls are not less in making positive difference in society. 
Nepal is going through a post conflict transition right now, following more than12 years of armed conflict.  The country as a whole has suffered greatly during this period, but the impact on young girls has been even greater, and the after effects continue to be felt today.  The conflict destroyed the country's infrastructure, amongst the hardest hit were schools many of which were occupied by the armed forces as temporary barracks.  With so many rural schools shut down, boys were sent to be educated in towns and cities further away, whilst girls were removed from school and forced to stay at home - adding to their perceived burden on their family.  Girls in Nepal are seen as a responsibility, to be passed onto another family as soon as possible. During the conflict, the lack of security in the country heightened parents fears that their daughters would be forced to join the armed forces, abducted, raped or even run away before marriage and would be seen as 'impure' and hence, ostracized by the community.  To avoid this, parents often married their daughters off at an earlier age so they could 'get rid' of their responsibility. These are just few examples of the impact the conflict has had on the situation of girls and young women in Nepal. As Nepal moves towards lasting peace and democracy the government and international community are focusing much of their attentions on the ever changing political scenario and upcoming election agendas.  Whilst the importance of successful elections in Nepal cannot be understated, in the heat of the political debates, the underlying issues are often ignored. Social inclusion is a current buzz word in Nepal but in reality the actions are lacking and the many issues regarding gender equity and girl child empowerment remain sidelined.  So this is what we are advocating for and focusing on through our radio programs in this critical period in Nepal's history.
True, a radio program cannot change everything. But it does have a powerful reach, impact and effect on people of all ages and genders.  I really believe that the issues of young people can best be understood and advocated by young people themselves. Investing in young girls means investing in future women in the long term. So we just hope that, the little intervention which we have started would really be able to bring the positive changes in the lives of Nepali girls and women.
Thank you !!
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