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Gil Long, Active Learning Centre, September 2008 

Report on the training course on women’s political participation held in Goris, 19, 20 September 2008, hosted by the OSCE

This two day course was organised for women in the Syunik region who are taking part in the OSCE’s programme focusing on women’s economic empowerment. It was held in Goris and drew on women associated with the project from the towns of Goris, Sheverand, Kapon, Sisian and Meghri. Four members had already held elected office and a total of 11 out of 21 were intending to run for office in the October 2008 local elections. The OSCE programme has women’s political participation as a secondary focus but is emphasising support for women in business and intends setting up resource centres in the four main towns. 

The course was designed in collaboration with OSCE staff and was conducted through translation. The two day programme is detailed below.  

Objectives 

· Understand the role of a local government representative

· How to build a profile for the candidate 

· Know how to make campaign messages

· Know how to network to put your message across 

· Practise speaking in public

· Practising lobbying skills

· Practising canvassing 
Day 1
10.30 – 11.00
Coffee

11.00 – 12.00 


Introductions: activity 1

12.00 – 12.15


The role of the local government representative

12.15 – 13.15


Activity 2

13.15 – 14.15


Lunch 

14.15 – 14.30


Building a profile for the candidate

14.30 – 15.45


Activity 3

15.45 – 16.00


Coffee

16.00 – 16.30 


Making campaign messages 

16.30 – 18.00


Activity 4

18.00 – 18.15


Round up – questions and answers

Day 2 

9.00 – 9.30


Getting the message across – networking

9.30 – 10.45
Activity 5: identifying networks and their role in the campaign

10.45 – 11.00
Coffee

11.00 – 11.30
Speaking in public

11.30 – 13.00
Activity 6: practising speaking in public 

13.00 – 14.00
Lunch

14.00 – 14.30
Lobbying skills

14.30 – 15.30
Activity 7 practising lobbying 

15.30 – 15.45
Coffee

15.45 – 16.15
Canvassing 

16.15 – 17.00
Activity 8 canvassing 

17.00 – 17.30
Round up and questions 

17.30                                      Evaluation and end of course 


In the introductory session the participants commented on the objectives set and agreed that these would meet their expectations. Several comments suggested that ‘raising their confidence’ was a main objective. The teaching methods used during the course included brief presentations (accompanied by powerpoint slides which had been translated), group and paired discussions and activities and role play.

The session on the role of the representative resulted in some confusion about the mandatory and voluntary duties and responsibilities of a local government councillor but this was clarified with reference to the law but highlights the need for intending candidates to become familiar with local government law. 

The activity on building a profile for the candidate was well received. Particular points raised included: the need to clarify local election issues through research and listening to the voices of community members and the importance of highlighting the skills, experience and abilities of women candidates in order to compete in a political system that is largely dominated by men. 

In the session on making campaign messages the participants were asked to create a simple, clear and concrete message for an election campaign. In the feedback it was stressed that messages should emphasise the issues that are relevant and of importance to the communities. Several examples focused on issues  to do with  a ‘clean environment’, services for children and families, for instance kindergarten education, and some tried to emphasise the skills and abilities of the women candidate to consider the needs of the community. 

At the conclusion of day 1, participants were invited to give feedback on how the day had gone. The general view was that the topics were relevant and there were no suggestions for changes for the following day. 

Day two began with a recap of the previous day’s activities and went on to discuss how campaign messages can be publicised. Unfortunately the DVD showing Scottish Parliamentary campaigning was not playable on the technology available but examples were given of a campaign timetable showing how events, visits and canvassing are used in British elections to inform the public. An activity of networking followed in which the participants were asked to draw the networks they could use as part of their campaigns. 

After a short input on preparing and delivering a speech, participants were invited to give a short three minute speech and to listen to feedback from the wider group on: clarity of message, pace and tone of delivery, use of examples and statistics. This exercise was carried out well by the participants with some excellent examples of clear and vibrant speeches. Lack of time meant that not all participants had the opportunity to perform. 

In a slight diversion from the timetable, there was a discussion about affirmative action in which the participants were asked to identify the arguments for and against. This input was made because of the recent Armenian legislations providing for a 15 percent quota for women candidates in the parties registered within the proportional system operating in Armenia. It was pointed out an effective affirmative action scheme at local government level may well involve legislative change to preserve the province of independent candidates. 

The activity on lobbying resulted in some confusion, perhaps because the participants were unfamiliar with the notion of role playing and found it hard to work in teams of lobbyists. However, points were made about the need to marshall the arguments and evidence to support a case and the importance of agreeing a clear demand as well as deciding who should speak on behalf of a group. Significantly, the exercise on canvassing which followed and which also involved role playing was much more effectively carried out. 

The course concluded with the participants completing an evaluation sheet. Overall the course was well received with most sessions being rated as very useful or useful. Asked about topics they would like to have covered the participants commented on:  

· The posture of a woman local council member in post election period and her relations with different shareholders.

· Tourism development programme.

· The ways of struggle in non fair elections.

· Writing business plans.

· Topics were very relevant to our needs.

· Courses on gender theory.

· Trainings about women's and children's rights protection.

Other comments by participants included: 

· Thank you for your valuable time.

· I'm satisfied with the topics offered.

· The programme was overloaded, more time was needed to receive and learn this information.

· It has been more effective if the training would have been organized before the registration for local council members was over. The training encouraged many participants.

· The presence and topics of an international expert was very interesting and useful, although sometimes tiresome.

· It's very good to learn about the experience of a developed country but how to struggle and fight against illegal practices that exist in our society. I suggest to have a meeting with  a representative from a country where there are some ways to fight similar illegal practices as well as to share experience with them.

· Thank you, everything was excellent. I have no comments.

· My attitude towards organizers is positive.

· Everything was o.k.

· Materials are very interesting, but I would prefer to have more practical exercises next time.

· More analysis about Armenian reality, localized issues.

· The programme was heavy. Next time please allocate one more hour for rest.

· I suggest to add more days and to lighten the programme next time.

· I would prefer to have longer breaks during the training.

· Everything was well organized. I would prefer to have similar trainings more often.

Comments by the consultant 

The participants were enthusiastic and very keen to participate, indeed the willingness to talk sometimes overtook the need to listen. This is common in groups who are not used to group work and it has to be recognised that for many of these participants it was their first experience of a training involving participative methods. 

The comments by the participants that the timetable was rather overloaded are shared by the consultant. The fact that one or two asked for more ‘rest’ suggests that participants found the experience tiring. Again it should be remembered that those new to training may find both listening and having to participate quite taxing. However, the desire of the organisers to want to get in as much as possible in the time available is also understandable. 

It appeared that although some of the participants were intending to stand for election in October 2008, some were definitely not potential candidates and others had missed the date for registration. The remit for the course specified that it was to be for potential candidates. On another occasion the timing of the course might be better planned to fit with registration dates or the nature of the audience more accurately selected. However, overall the participants appear to have thought that the topics chosen were relevant. There were several comments in the evaluation but also throughout the course which suggests that corrupt practices in elections are a real issue and this should be considered when deciding how to take forward the political empowerment agenda and is referred to in the recommendations section of the report.  

The training was held in a room that was open to the reception area of the hotel and there was, from time to time, considerable outside noise which perhaps added to the concentration problems of the group. Ideally a larger, closed room, less open to outside distractions but with space for group work would be preferable. 

However, overall the course went well and the participants appear to have found it useful. The consultant would like to express her thanks to the excellent translation and organisation provided by the OSCE. 

Recommendations about taking forward women’s political empowerment 

There were many able and enthusiastic women present at the course and some with considerable political experience. An obvious way forward is to train selected participants as trainers and fund them to cascade the training to a wider group of women in the Syunik region.  A ‘core’ group of trainers with participative training skills could focus on topics for women’s political empowerment such as voter education for women, training on women’s rights ( a need highlighted in the evaluation and in OSCE’s summary of gender issues), skills for potential candidates and election monitoring, again an issue highlighted by the evaluation and comments during the course. Training for trainers is the most cost effective way of reaching much larger numbers of women. The group selected for the September course, certainly contains some potential trainers who could make a real input to the programme. For example, many of them are members of NGOs which would also provide potential audiences for some training.

However, a training for trainers programme will have to be thought through. 

· Are the women willing/able to devote sufficient time to it? 

· Can a training which offers good participative skills be mounted? 

· Are there sufficient resources to provide some payment to trainers trained under the programme  to ensure continuity of a ‘core’ team. (ALC programmes often build in a small fee for carrying out local trainings after the training for trainers course is finished, plus travel, accommodation and subsistence expenses.) 

· Can the ‘core’ trainers be supported by production of training manuals, for example, on election skills, women’s rights, election monitoring etc. The manuals should contain both information to brief trainers on new topics but also sample training sessions with activities and instructions for facilitating sessions.  

Experience from other parts of the world shows that training pre election is not the only support that women politicians need. Women elected to office will not necessarily have the ‘political capital’ that allows them to learn the processes in which they are required to participate, or access to other councillors who can help them to understand and participate fully in the political procedures of the council. Obvious examples of knowledge and skills gaps are: understanding how to form council budgets, ensuring that local government funds are well allocated in the first instance and subsequently accounted for. Another example would be the debating skills required to challenge ‘accepted’ ways of conducting council business or  negotiation skills for dealing with local administrators. Training for elected representatives is equally important in helping women to break into an all male province and become effective politicians. Courses on budgeting, debating, legislative processes, legal provisions, research skills and many other topics are of value to women who want to perform well as representatives. 

The OSCE project in the Syunik region envisages resources centres and there is therefore the potential to expand the remit of these centres to encompass political as well as economic empowerment. The resource centres could, for example, offer the following: 

· A research facility for local councillors enabling women representatives to be well informed on relevant topics.

· Production of briefing sheets on ‘good practice’ in provision of local government services, for instance, new ideas on waste management, provision of green space etc.  

· A data base of councillors willing to mentor new councillors and provide induction on council procedures.  

· A data base of trainers able to mount training courses on the topics mentioned above. 

· Organisation and delivery of training courses geared towards improving political empowerment.  

· A library of relevant texts and online materials for potential candidates and elected representatives, for example, local government laws, election codes, resources on affirmative action, legislation on equality provisions and information on women’s rights. 

A major consideration is whether there is sufficient understanding of gender and women’s rights more generally amongst women and men. Discussions with OSCE staff and training participants suggest that understanding of women’s rights is limited and although gender legislation is in fact in place, it is not implemented. Consideration should therefore be made of how the project might address the ‘demand’ side of the problem. If women don’t understand what their rights are, they are unlikely to make demands and the situation will remain very much the same. Future work could focus more directly on promoting legal literacy amongst women and supporting this with campaigns on rights and access to support and the means for claiming redress. This would be a large undertaking and quite resource intensive but is probably needed if women are going to make progress.  

Gil Long, Active Learning Centre, September 2008.   

