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Latent Potential :

Tapping  Human and Social Capital to promote and support Gender Equality in decision-making
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Yasmin Mahmood 

PROFESSIONAL PROFILE

	Current Work
	Social Inclusion & Equalities Officer in Social Inclusion & Equalities Strateg Project, Northamptonshire County Council,

	Area
	Northamptonshire County, United Kingdom of Great Britain

	Education and Professional Training
	Social and community services : management and steering groups

	Professional areas of interest
	Advice, support and day care services for Asian women and girls in Northampton in a range of areas - including, services for the elderly, physically disabled, domestic abuse, carers, youth, employment and training.

	Areas of Expertise
	Woman empowerment and fight against racism


PROJECT PROFILE

	Participant
	Yasmin Mahmood

	Area
	Northamptonshire County, United Kingdom of Great Britain

	Project
	Dostyio

	Theme
	Woman empowerment and fight against racism, domestic violence


Socio-economic context

The County of Northamptonshire is situated south East of Birmingham, it is characterized by pockets of wealth and pockets of great poverty. The global representation of ethnic minorities in the County is 10%, mostly concentrated in the city of Northampton. Traditionally, the County’s economy was dominated by manufacturing.

I worked for two years in a non-governmental organisation called “Dostyio” in Northampton. 

This organisation “Dostiyo” started in 1979, being a very small agency providing basic advice and advocacy for women, because at that period there were a lot of women who were migrating to the UK from Africa, they were going through a difficult emotional phase in life and there was no service that catered for their basic needs. 

Project description and objectives

Our work was mostly general advocacy work. Though a lot of women who had migrated to the UK recently were going through a difficult emotional phase, they were suffering from local dislocation and some women, especially the older women, did not even know English. At that time, a number of women were coming to the UK, from Africa, and were granted asylum here. Asian women themselves developed the agency in 1979.

They developed language courses, day care classes. Other services slowly developed such as:

· looking after handicapped women

· a youth group for young girls

· a program to support women fleeing from domestic abuse, though this had funding problems

In 2001, the agency received a capital grant with which it was able to set up a big day care centre, organising classes for women, provide general advocacy work, advice for disabled woman and day care. 

At that time, my role as was a strategic one. The big development was to develop support for women suffering domestic abuse. 

The cases of domestic violence I had handled on my first year were around 40, coming referred to us by police, refugee institutions, hospitals. These women needed housing, they needed immigration advice etc. If a foreign woman marries a British citizen, she has no right for nationality for two years: we campaigned so that abused women would be able to stay in the UK. These women could not return home for cultural reasons, returning was shameful. We lobbied the Home Office to sustain their claims to stay, encouraged their resettlement in other Counties. We worked in parallel with the Bangladeshi women association and other agencies. We had legal backing to support us when it came to confidentiality.

With the women, we worked on how the women could move on after abuse.

Nowadays, on its website http://www.sunflower-centre.org/page_multi.htm, “Dostiyo” is described as voluntary organisation run by and for Asian women and girls, a friendly and supportive confidential facility. 

The website http://www.multikulti.org.uk/agencies/english/east-midlands/20110/ outlines that “Dostiyo” offers advocacy, befriending and counselling services. It also provides advice for Asian women on a range of issues, including benefits, debt, housing, domestic violence, disability, immigration, drug and alcohol misuse. It provides day care and education for older people. It serves a very affordable lunch. Cheap transport to the centre is provided (50p return). The agency nowadays also runs an Asian men's social and sports club and youth services.

When I was working there, the organisation was paid by the Council to provide services such as:

· Immigration: helping people write their applications for regularization, naturalisation.; general advise and information, advocacy services

· Information about welfare rights and services

· Information about health, access to health services and health education

· General advise on education

· Information about elderly care

Results, evaluation and obstacles 

Obstacles

A lot of obstacles had to do with lack of funds.

It was sometimes difficult to explain what benefits users got; fortunately at family level, there weren’t too many problems with women frequenting the centre because it was a women only centre. That mattered.

As we were very careful about confidentiality, and since there were several agencies dealing with domestic violence, including “Sunflower”, the “abusers” in the community did not necessarily know that a woman came to us. There were cases of men verbally abusing our workers but I never had the problem myself. Moreover, we cared for cases from all over the UK and we collaborated with other centres hence, sent our women elsewhere too if needed.

Evaluation of results  

We annually evaluated our case records using several methods:

1. User feed-back from daily users: not necessarily written feed-back by users given that some elderly women could not write, but we interviewed users, we would also ask users to share their good ideas about workshops they wanted to hold. The most highly requested workshops were often about health issues, cancer, diabetes.

2. we also had to do an annual evaluation linked to the fact that we were quality marked. We did telephone interviews to check if users were satisfied. In relation to this, we also had complaints procedures and a complaints record. As part of the annual report we did statistics on for each services, problems, needs… We were required to do statistical beak-down by language, ethnic origin, age… we did it very carefully (although by hand) because that is part of the quality management procedure. This is how the increasing trend of families coming to us with children who had learning disabilities could be so clearly pinned down.

3. another way to evaluate the quality of the centre’s activities was through “user groups” who would meet with the scope of identifying needs and priorities. They would meet once a week and talk about issues, desires, time-tables. 

Resources (human and financial)

Human resources

At Dostyo we had:

· 3 full-time paid workers

· 2 part-time paid workers

· 3 sessional workers coming only to give classes (youth group and lunch club)

· 2 to 5 regular volunteers who would come for a few hours a day each, 1 or 2 days a week

· a big pool of voluntaries (30-50) for events

And about 250 members who would each pay a 2 GBP annual membership fee. 

Financial resources

The agency started being a charity based in the Northampton College at first. Then the charity moved out of the College and received one secondment staff from the Council to do advocacy work.

In 2001, the agency received a capital grant with which it was able to set up a big day care centre, organising classes for women, there were voluntary opportunities to do basic administration work courses, give English language classes, providing employment training (linking and sending the women to dedicated organisations providing employment training).

Other resources include:

· Training provided by public funds and various organisations

· As a registered charity you can apply for funding from different bodies and trusts

· Charities on the other hand have a special legal status

A lot of obstacles had to do with lack of funds.

Lessons learned

Skills >> if you are able to identify the work you want to do, train for it.

Strategic working >> working in collaboration with other agencies and other organisations to be able to share resources ie. day care etc. We also earned money for hiring our day care centre for example which is not negligeable.

Information and networking >> to promote gender empowerment you need to share information on seminars, publications, networking. I think that mentoring is interesting for that.

If there are too few women at top management, it is not only about lobbying but also about skills.
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