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I. Introduction

Population Media Center (PMC) is engaged in increasing knowledge and changing the attitudes and behaviors of target audiences in the area of reproductive health and other related social issues. It employs a number of strategies to make this happen. One of the major strategies is capacity building including awareness creation. The awareness creation program is largely concerned with the reinforcement and changes in community norms. It also seeks to empower people vis-à-vis their health actions and to seek social and political support for those actions.

In the past six years a number of awareness creation programs have been organized by PMC for different sectors of society identified to augment the attitude and behavioral change objectives of PMC activities. These programs have been able to win to a remarkable extent the support of many influentials in different regions of the country. The current awareness creation program is organized as a continuous process of fostering positive health practices individually and institutionally and contributes to sustainable social change.

It is often difficult to decide ending FGM on an individual basis as social pressure and sanctions are too heavy for an individual to bear. Decisions need to be reached collectively and the support of religious leaders among others has to be sought in order to allow sustained change to happen. This awareness creation program is organized for religious leaders of Afar region. Evidence shows that different religious groups have attempted to change harmful traditional practices among their followers. Religious groups usually have extensive community-based networks and their leaders are important opinion leaders. Muslim leaders for example have made a big impact in opening up discussion about FGM in African countries such as Kenya and Senegal.

II. The Process of Organizing the Awareness Creation Program
The process of organizing the awareness creation program has benefited from the support of staff members through sharing information. Three months ago a group of staff members had the opportunity to visit Afar and Somali regions in order to gather information that will help to start-up radio programs and print material production for the selected target audiences in the regions. The visits have enabled the group to identify contact persons for activities that will be implemented in the regions. The identified contact persons in Afar region have been instrumental in organized the workshop in collaboration with PMC.

The training team of PMC has made frequent contacts through telephone, fax and other means with the contact persons and other individuals which the team had established working relationships with during the process of it routine training activities. These people have worked hand in hand with PMC training team until the end of the workshop. In effect the ownership and organizational responsibilities were of both PMC and the regional authorities

The PMC staff members have contributed in the selection of topics on which resource persons have to prepare presentations. The selected topics were carefully selected and range from the historical background of FGM to its relation with human rights. The topics were reviewed by the resource persons and gained appreciation.

The resource persons were also carefully selected. The advice we got from partner organizations and individuals regarding the selection of resource persons have made the workshop a success. The resource persons that were selected were Moslems with knowledge of harmful traditional practices including FGM in Ethiopia and demonstrated experience in awareness creation activities in the country. Moreover a woman resource person was selected to enable religious leaders to hear the concerns of women such as FGM from the victims themselves. 

III. Objectives of the Awareness Creation Workshop
The general objective of the awareness creation program is to help the target audiences to support actions that are geared towards abandoning harmful traditional practices including female genital mutilation which is practiced in its severest form in the region. As the target audiences are respected by the communities in the region, the use of such credible sources, it is believed, would lead to greater results. The specific objectives of the workshop are the following.

· To create a broad understanding of harmful traditional practices including FGM

· To raise awareness of religious leaders of the problems associated with FGM

· To have constructive ideas on how to bring about change in abandoning harmful traditional practices including FGM in Afar region

IV. Course Content/Topics Covered During the Training
The topics covered in the awareness creation workshop were geared towards understanding of harmful traditional practices including FGM. As the target audiences were religious leaders ample time was given to discuss FGM in relation with Islam and its holy books. The workshop culminated with the development of an action plan which the participants will implement when they go back to their places. In general three broad topics have been presented and are shown below.

· Female Genital Mutilation and social life

· The health consequences of Female genital mutilation

· Female genital Mutilation and Islam

V. Course Organization and Conduct

The awareness creation workshop was a three day workshop starting from 8:30 in the morning and ending at 5:30 in the afternoon. There were tea breaks in the morning at 10:00 and 3:30 in the afternoon for half an hour. The participants were also presenting recap every day before the morning training session starts.

VI. Approaches/ Methods of the Workshop
Because FGM is an extremely sensitive subject, it is important that participants have the opportunity to share their own experiences and knowledge as much as possible. It is an effective method of learning. Thus the awareness creation sessions were participatory in which the resource persons raise issues for the participants to discuss. The main approaches/methods were lectures, small group discussions, plenary or large scale discussions and group work. Moreover, there was video film showing female genital mutilation in the process.  Finally, at the end of the workshop the participants were requested to develop work plan as a way forward.

VII. Participants

There were 30 religious leaders that participated in the awareness creation workshop. The religious leaders have been drawn from zones of Afar region. The list of names and addresses of the participants is annexed in this report. The selection involved among others Islamic Affairs Bureau, and Women’s Affairs Bureau of the region. Thus it is believed that the right people have been selected and will make use of the knowledge they acquired during the awareness creation workshop effectively to increase the knowledge and change the attitude of people in their localities.

VIII. Resource Persons/Facilitators
The resource persons have demonstrated experience in facilitating awareness creation workshops. While some of them are working for organizations such as the National Committee for the Elimination of Harmful Traditional Practices, the others have been staunch activists for the elimination of harmful traditional practices in Ethiopia. All of them have been engaged in facilitating workshops and training sessions on harmful traditional practices including FGM. Furthermore, as members of the Moslem community they are well versed with the doctrines of Islam and the holy books such as the Koran and Haddith. The names of the resource persons their qualifications and experience are shown below. 

1. Ato Ali Hassen

· Program Manager, EGLDAM

· BA in Sociology

· Attending graduate studies in Sociology

2. S/r Etisar Ahmed

· Program Officer. International Islamic Relief

· BA in Anthropology

· Attending graduate studies in Anthropology

3. Ato Indris Muhammed 

· Public Relations Officer, Federal Islamic Supreme Council

· BA in Philology

· MA in philology

IX. Welcoming and Introductory and Opening Speeches

The welcoming and opening speeches were made by PMC, core bureaus of the Afar region namely Islamic Affairs Bureau and Women’s Affairs Bureau. The welcoming speech was made by Ato Hailu Belachew, Senior Project Coordinator at PMC. In his welcoming speech Ato Hailu stated that the preparation of the workshop was a joint effort of PMC in collaboration with Save the Children Norway (SCN-E). He mentioned that Key regional government officials have also participated in the organization of the workshop. He said the workshop would have not been possible if the bureau heads of the regional government have not given their unswerving support throughout the preparation of the workshop. He thanked the regional government and particularly the bureau heads who have given their time and energy for the success of the workshop.

One of the opening speeches was made by Sheik Mohammed Awael Hayat, President of the Supreme Sharia Court of Afar region. He thanked PMC for organizing the awareness creation workshop on harmful traditional practices. He mentioned that the daughters of Prophet Mohammed have not been circumcised. This clearly indicated that FGM has no religious origin.

He stated that there were instances where there were debates regarding FGM. He said most religious leaders supported at that time the Suna type of circumcision where the tip of the clitoris is cut. The type of circumcision that is practiced in Afar (FGM) is the most severe form which puts the lives of children and women at stake. He said it does not at all have religious ground and therefore should be discontinued. 

The next opening remark was given by Dr. Negussie Teffera, PMC Country Representative. Dr. Negussie highlighted the harmful traditional practices in the country. He mentioned that one of the reasons for the country’s underdevelopment is the complex relationship between low level of development of science and technology and underscored the role played by traditional practices to aggravate the socio-cultural and economic conditions of the country.

Dr. Negussie further elaborated on the deep rooted traditional practice of FGM and its physical, psychological and social consequences to the girl child and women. He pointed out that these traditions are continuing although there is no religious ground for the practice.

Dr. Negussie also briefed the participants on the activities of PMC to reduce reproductive health problems using media entertainment education. He introduced the current program that will be implemented in the country with the financial and technical support of Save the Children Norway (SCN-E) in the next four years and the special media treatment given to Afar and Somali regions.

The next speaker was Sheik Ismail Abdella, Head of Islamic Affairs of Afar region. Sheik Ismail congratulated PMC for organizing this important workshop and cited a number of harmful traditional practices in the region which Islamic affairs office has taken as the agenda items to work on and eliminate in the long run. He mentioned the tasks that have been performed in the last few years and mentioned the international conference on FGM that will be held sometime in the future in Saudi Arabia in which the Islamic affairs will participate.

Regarding FGM, he said that the type of FGM that is performed in Afar is inhuman and has no religious ground. Even the type which cuts the tip of the clitoris is not accepted by Islam. Thus he said what we should teach in our zones is the elimination of all forms of circumcision.

Finally he advised the participants to pay attention to the resource persons so that when they return back to their places they will be able to teach community members to do away with this practice and save the lives of children and women which at present is in great danger.

The last but not least speaker was W/o Aysa Mohammed, head of women’s affairs bureau. W/o Aysa thanked PMC for organizing the awareness creation workshop. She said that she will not refer to the holy books to explain how dangerous FGM is to the lives of the girl child and women. She said she is from Afar region and has undergone FGM during childhood. She said as a victim of FGM she can tell all the consequences of FGM. The type of circumcision that is practiced in Afar is simply butchery and it is beyond the imagination of the developed world.

W/o Aysa mentioned a number of important cultures such as conflict resolution, helping the needy, supporting lactating women etc which should be maintained, but harmful traditional practices and particularly FGM she said should be eliminated. She stated some of the physical, social and psychological consequences of FGM.

A committee for the elimination of harmful traditional practices has been established five years ago in the region. She said that the committee has done all that it could in this period of time, but the results obtained were discouraging. Currently joint effort is being made with Islamic affairs bureau and office of the Sharia courts to change the attitudes of communities and encouraging results are being registered. Many people have now understood that FGM has no religious ground for its continuation.

At the end of her speech, she thanked PMC for its decision to work in Afar region. She reiterated that the women’s affairs bureau is willing to work with PMC on this issue. 

 X. Major Areas of Emphasis of the Workshop
a. Female Genital Mutilation-Social Perspective

The topic was covered by Ato Ali Hassen. The presentation began with an overview of harmful traditional practices in Ethiopia followed by definition and types of FGM. Specifically the training dwelled on the following topics.

· Harmful traditional practices

· Meaning of FGM

· Types of FGM

· Reasons for the practice of FGM

· Social consequences of FGM

· FGM and human rights

· International Conventions and Instruments

· National laws and policies

b. Female Genital Mutilation and its Health Impact

The topic has been presented by female resource person who is well versed in the consequences of FGM. As she is a Moslem who has undergone FGM herself, she was able to win the attention and sympathy of the participants while explaining the immediate and long term consequences of FGM. The areas covered during the presentation were the following.

· Health and definition of health

· Process of FGM

· Health impacts of FGM-immediate and long term consequences

· Effects of FGM in Marriage

· Effects of FGM on pregnancy and child birth

· Effects of FGM on labor and delivery

· Post-natal effect of FGM

· Effects of FGM on mental health

c. Female Genital Mutilation from the Point of View of Islam

This part of the presentation was made by Ato Indris Muhammed. Ato Indris emphasized in his presentation that people almost always give religious reasons for the spread and continuation of female genital mutilation. He said since Islam is one of the major religions in the country, it is imperative to review female genital mutilation from the points of view of the doctrines of Islam. The areas covered during the presentation were the following

· Definition of Islam

· Parts of Islam

· Primary and secondary sources of Islam

· Schools of thought

· Measures of Islamic practices

· The dignity of human beings

· Changing the creation of Allah is forbidden

· Special considerations

· Differences in meaning

· Sources of opposition of FGM

· The words of prophet Mohammed about the need to protect and care for women

XI. Major Points Raised During the Discussions
The workshop was participatory and almost all participants have aired their concerns and ideas on various issues related to FGM. Participants shared their views in plenary, group discussions and during the time provided each day for discussion. The following are major points made during the discussion.

· God has created every part of the body to maintain our lives. The act of cutting any part of the body is not only a violation of God’s creation, but also affecting the reproductive system of its natural functions 

· The problem of FGM is not only that of women. It is the problem of the whole society where it exists. The solution therefore should be a joint effort of all sectors of society

· Punishing those who are practicing FGM can not solve the problem. The solution of the problem is to raise the awareness of society and educate the public of the consequences of FGM

· FGM is not a religious obligation as some may think; it is simply a tradition that has been followed for years.

· The religious leaders of Afar region have been teaching the believers to avoid FGM. But the results so far obtained are not satisfactory. Several people particularly in the rural areas are practicing the severest form of FGM, although some have changed the type of FGM from its most severe form  (FGM) to less severe form (Suna) 

· In some zones people are afraid to circumcise their daughters in the localities of birth. They circumcise their daughters in a place where they will not be identified by their communities

XII. Video Show as a Complementary Resource for Awareness Creation
This is one of the most moving documentaries produced to show the process of female genital mutilation in the country. The objective is to bring to the attention of the public the severity of the procedure and the conditions in which it is performed. The message that the film sent to the participants was so irritating and at the same terrifying that some could not tolerate watching it to the end. 

Discussions at the end of the film show indicated a mix of ideas. While the majority of the participants were aware of the consequences of FGM, they are of the view that it may take some time before it is totally abolished in the region.  However, there is one important question that the film left in the minds of all participants. Given the position that Islam has against FGM and the severity of the procedures that our daughters are suffering from, should FGM be allowed to continue in Afar region? They have recommended that the film should be seen in all woredas of Afar so that every community member will see with its own eyes the sufferings of their daughters. .

XIII. Group Work

Five groups were formed by zone for the group exercise. There were three questions that the groups had to answer. The questions were:

1. List all harmful traditional practices in the Zone

2. Select five harmful traditional practices that the group think should be given priority attention

3. Identify organizations and individuals to work with in the effort to eliminate these major harmful traditional practices 

While some zones could identify up to 20 harmful traditional practices, the others have identified at least 10 harmful traditional practices. All the zones have identified Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) as a major problem that needs urgent action. This is really an important decision since the objective of PMC is to eliminate FGM in the region. This indicates that there is fertile ground for PMC to eliminate the practice in the region, as FGM is also on the regional agenda.

XIV. Action Plan Development

As mentioned above the participants were able to select the major harmful traditional practices in the zones of Afar region during their group work. In order to eliminate the identified traditional practices it was found essential to develop an action plan for each zone. Thus all the zones have developed an action plan with time frame, responsible person/organization. The action plan has also identified government sector organizations and NGOs as partners in the process of implementation of the action plan.

The action plan is intended to be binding as much as possible in the respective zones. Thus decision was made to share the action plan with other members of society and particularly community leaders before it is finalized. It is hoped that the action plan will be a Zonal document accepted by all sectors of society. This will make implementation of the action plan easier.

The responsibility for follow-up of the implementation of the action plan was given by participants to three organizations. These organizations are Islamic Affairs Bureau, the Sharia Supreme Council and Women’s Affairs Bureau. This makes the chances of success of the implementation high.

XV. Declarations

At the end of the workshop, the participants have declared their position regarding the elimination of FGM in the Afar region. The following is the full text of the official statement.

We, the religious leaders of Afar region have participated in the awareness creation workshop organized by PMC from July 30-August 1, 2007 at Adama Ras Hotel in Nazareth. We have keenly followed the presentations made by resource persons regarding harmful traditional practices in general and FGM in particular. We have discussed several issues related to FGM at length during the workshop and have developed an action plan that will enable us to take concrete actions and bring significant changes in the region. We have committed ourselves to implement the action plan and made the following declarations on the 1st day of August 2007.

1. We condemn all harmful traditional practices and female circumcision of all types as they do not have religious ground and support

2. We have committed ourselves to educate the public in mosques, schools, and other convenient places about  the baseless belief that female circumcision is a religious obligation
3. We have given the responsibility of follow-up of this declaration to Islamic Affairs bureau, Office of the Supreme Sharia Courts and the Women’s Affairs Office of the region. We, religious leaders will do all in our capacities to mitigate and ultimately eliminate FGM
4. The role that all sector bureaus and particularly health, education and culture and tourism bureaus can play in this endeavor is high. We thus call upon these government sectors to join their efforts in the elimination of these harmful traditional practices
5. We highly appreciate PMC and Save the Children Norway for their initiative to conduct research on harmful traditional practices in the region, its development of a four-year plan to work in Afar region and for organizing this awareness creation workshop for religious leaders. We call upon PMC to continue providing appropriate support in the future to the effort that will be to eliminate FGM in the region
 XVI. Conclusions

The awareness creation workshop organized by PMC for religious leaders of Afar region was the first step of the long march that PMC began with regional people and officials towards ending female genital mutilation in the country in general and Afar region in particular. This awareness creation workshop is one of the many activities of the project funded by Save the Children Norway.
The awareness creation workshop has been able to bring more than 35 key government officials and religious leaders together to discuss various issues around FGM in Afar region. As many people in the region relate FGM with religion, a special presentation was made by a Moslem scholar on FGM from the point of view of Islamic doctrine and Islamic holy books such as the Koran and Haddith. This has helped the participants to reconsider their understanding of FGM in relation to Islamic teachings.

The awareness creation activity does not at all end with the religious leaders. Another workshop will be organized for community leaders in the very near future. The intention of this awareness creation workshop is to make religious leaders aware of the situation of FGM in the country and the region so that they will be able to teach the public about FGM and the wrong interpretations maintained about FGM for centuries. We hope their efforts will yield fruits and we, in unison, will be able to make a difference in the society in a short span of time.
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