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Chair: Jane Ellison MP
Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Public Health, Government of the UK

This spotlight session was designed to share examples of how health, education and social care systems can be used to protect girls from gender based violence, such as FGM. The session was well attended and gave speakers a chance to share best practice. Attendees were also encouraged to spend the session, using the speakers as inspiration, thinking of practical solutions to gender based violence. 

Edward Timpson MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Children and Families, Government of the United Kingdom
The Minister introduced the session by explaining the UK needed to work on producing a clear framework for professionals that enabled them to more easily report FGM and support victims. He also explained that there was much the UK could learn from elsewhere, including the speakers today. 

Dr Guyo Jaldesa, Senior Lecturer, University of Nairobi, and Coordinator of the Africa Coordinating Centre for the Abandonment of FGM
Dr Jaldesa talked about lessons learnt working with the Somali community in Kenya which has a 99% prevalence of FGM. He explained that their approach was centred on education and training. Time was taken to educate people that FGM is not a religious requirement, a widely held belief. There was also a need to educate health professionals about the dangers of FGM to discourage them from carrying it out. Many health professionals believe if they carry out the procedure it is safer. Dr Jaldesa explained it was no good ‘moving down the scale of FGM’, it needs to be stopped outright. He described how they released an official training manual for health professionals to explain how to prevent FGM and support survivors. He called for more outreach work and better data on why prevalence rates of FGM increase or decrease. 

Astrid Fairclough, Female Genital Mutilation Prevention – Programme Manager, Department of Health, Government of the United Kingdom
Astrid spoke about the NHS’s role in preventing FGM and supporting victims. One of the first steps is the NHS needs to be clearer about what services can be accessed by survivors. Astrid also explained that the NHS needs to look at what’s working including, integrated approaches, FGM clinics, toolkits to facilitate conversations on FGM and empowering health professionals to take action. The UK will provide more training to health professionals to stop worries about cultural sensitivities preventing help being offered for FGM. 

Saria Khalifa, Youth Programme Lead, FORWARD
Saria talked about the work of the Foundation for Women’s Health Research and Development’s (FORWARD) schools programme.  She explained that schools are among the best placed to tackle issues such as FGM as they have the trust of the community and a lot of time is spent there. They can also be considered ‘a norm hub’ so are in a position to change harmful social norms. Saria explained to tackle FGM we need to engage and empower teachers, parents and students. Teachers must be equipped with the knowledge and confidence to address FGM. Parents must be interacted with informally in their own language to build consensus to tackle FGM. Students can be engaged with campaigning and equipped with the knowledge to provide peer support, as students are more comfortable turning to other students. Whole schools need to be engaged in a friendly, norm challenging way. Students, parents and teachers alike must understand why FGM is such an important issue and where it fits into the context of violence against women. And finally schools must also engage with the wider community and outside organisation to further tackle harmful social norms. 

Dr Ravi Verma, Regional Director, ICRW Asia Regional Office
Dr Verma discussed the Gender Equality Movement in Schools (GEMS) programme in Mumbai. He explained how by going into schools to work with children helped to create lasting norm changes, as they grow up they can pass on the norm change to their communities and their own children. Teachers were trained to be less ‘top down’ and more inclusive in their teaching style, this meant in turn they better engaged with children they were teaching. This also ensured children much better absorbed messages about tackling harmful gender norms. The programme focused on working with girls and boys, breaking down gender hierarchies and teaching that power isn’t about control, it’s about respect. He explained this programme is highly adaptable and has already been implemented in areas in India, Bangladesh and Vietnam. 

Sonia Aziz Malik, Senior Lecturer, Regional Institute of Gender, Diversity, Peace and Rights, Ahfad University for Women
Sonia talked about the work of the Ahfad University for Women’s (AUW). She explained that AUW was one of the first to champion the FGM cause, around 35 years ago. AUW uses a mixture of teaching, special events, songs and outreach programmes to tackle harmful gender norms. They also support research and conduct advocacy work. This engagement by the university has ensured projects are sustained, laws have been introduced banning harmful practices and there has been a reduction of FGM in some areas. Sonia explained that through their work they had learnt the importance of cultural sensitivity, timing interventions with girls’ bodies, the importance of de-linking the practice from Islam and the need for both solid data and strong political commitments to end the issue. 
