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in t i i e 
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a c i f i c 
oreen Sam is the principal information officer of the Solomon Islands Women's Informa
tion Communication Network or SIWNET. She visited the Philippines last year to partici
pate in a workshop on women's resource and information center organized by Isis 
International-Manila. Speaking with her, Irene Chia discovered how women are 
making good use of radio in the Solomons, a country composed of six main islands 
and a hundred smaller ones. Women make up a third of the Solomons' 300,000 popu
lation. Only 17 percent of women are literate. 

Irene Chia: In the Solomon Islands, 
the Women's Information Communica t i on 
Network is do ing great work for the com
mun ica t i on and in format ion needs of 
women. But , tell us , how did SIWNET start? 

Doreen Sam: The demand for informa
t ion for women in the Pacific has always 
been h igh but the idea for setting up a 
resource center d id not come unt i l after a 
seminar on the management of a women's 
in format ion center. After this workshop, we 
saw that was impor tant to have more wom
en's in format ion centers. There is so much 
in format ion received from women's groups 
but they are not passed on to other women's 
organizat ions who are left unaware of the 
developments that are going on in the 
nat iona l , regional and internat ional 
spheres. That was how SIWNET started in 
1990. 

The organizat ion is governed by women 
representatives of women's organizations in 
the So lomon Is lands and they give us, the 
staff, a lot of encouragement. 

In the m a i n , S IWNET produces pro
grams for women, one of wh i ch is radio. 

Doreen S a m : S tee r ing S I W N E T ' s whee l . 
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Josephine Teakeni, left, is SIWNET's latest addition. She joins 
SIWNET as reaserch officer. 

Through the radio program, we cover a lot 
of i ssues w h i c h are affecting women in 
the So lomon Is lands. We interview 
women on the progress of their work in 
their respective organizat ions. 

Q: How active is the women's move
ment in the Solomons? 

A: We have one government 
women's organizat ion w h i c h is the organiz
ing a r m of the Women ' s Development 
Div is ion. We have chur ch -based women's 
groups, the Y o u n g Women 's Chr i s t i an 
Assoc iat ion, the Na t i ona l C o u n c i l of 
Women, and other s m a l l NGOs . 

I've been wo rk in g w i th women for 10 
years now and I k n o w most of them. That's 
why when I became the pr inc ipa l infor
mat ion officer of S IWNET , 1 easily devel
oped my contacts i n the other nat ional 
information offices. 

Q: How does SIWNET use radio to 
reach out and organize women? 

A: The women 's radio programs, 
to me, are very effective i n reaching out to 
women. However, some women may not 
have a t rans is tor radio a n d batteries are 
costly. 

Bu t S IWNET has a Women 's Radio 
Development Spot. It is a 60-second 
j ingle broadcast on radio . They're really 
not songs but messages. We would like 
to create awareness on issues in very 
short messages th rough j ingles or "develop
ment spots" broadcast d u r i n g peak time 
over the nat iona l radio . 

The j ingles are often about issues like 
domestic violence a n d other cr i t ica l areas 
in the Globa l P lat form of Act ion . We take 
up jus t one i ssue at a t ime, say for exam
ple educat ion. There are so many girls 
dropping out from schoo l . What are we 
going to do to e l iminate th is problem? In 
the future, we sha l l a lso be covering 
health and popu la t i on . 

We also have a ha l f -hour , once-a-
week radio program a n d for that 1 do the 
interviews. My b a c k g r o u n d is broadcast ing 
and I interview women about nearly a l l 
issues that affect them. 1 also write the 
scripts, and produce the progam. 

When I do interv iews, 1 ask questions 
on behalf of women. For instance, if I do 
not know so m u c h about the law I wi l l ask 
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my interviewee quest ions that other 
women i n the r u r a l areas might l ike to 
ask also. 

The radio program covers a lot of 
i ssues that we th ink women.need to be 
aware of, i ssues that range from hea l th 
and nut r i t i on , popula t ion , domest ic vio
lence, the env i ronment , wife-beating, 
a l coho l i sm, educat ion a n d many more. 

B u t one impor tant issue is agr i cu l 
ture. We d id a program on it and it made 
me see that most women i n the r u r a l 
areas are subsistence farmers and it is 
impor tant for them to ga in some knowledge 
and sk i l l s on the techniques a n d method
ologies of growing a n d ma in ta in ing their 
plots. 

Ano the r impor tan t conce rn is educa 
t ion . In the So lomons , g ir ls are o u t n u m 
bered i n secondary schoo l . The M i n i s t r y 
of E d u c a t i o n says one of the prob lems is 
the lack of dormi tor i es or faci l i t ies that 
wou ld enable them to enro l more second
ary level schoo l g ir ls . There are so m a n y 
gir ls who are schoo l d rop-outs i n the 
p r imary level a n d who therefore loose the 
chance to get a good educa t i on . A l t h o u g h 
there are c h u r c h e s a n d some N G O s that 
have es tab l i shed vocat iona l t r a in ing 
schools, they c a n only accommodate a 
sma l l numbe r . The rest w o u l d be left at 
home . 

At the moment , we are 
also t ry ing to update women 
on the Bei j ing conference. 
Most of the women i n the 
Solomons were not even 
aware of th i s Un i t ed Na
t ions Conference on Women 
and we use the radio pro
gram to provide them w i th 
in fo rmat ion . 

We also attended the 
PeaceSat conference of 
women i n the Pacific a n d 
broadcast the preparatory 
activit ies for women. 

PeaceSat is a k i n d of 
network. O n the satellite 
l ink , we w i l l be i n Hon i a ra , 

the So l omons ' cap i t a l a n d there w i l l be 
someone in F i j i , a n d so on . A l l the other 
pa r t i c i pa t ing count r i e s w i l l be s i t t ing i n 
the ir own respective countr i es and we 
w i l l l i n k t h r ough th i s PeaceSat or peace 
sa te l l i t e . 

So, as y ou c a n see, the radio program 
is a v i ta l service to the women of the 
So lomons. It costs a lot of money but it is 
the only radio program for women in the 
country a n d it provides women the oppor
tun i ty to express op in ions and views on 
issues or prob lems that they face. 

That is why it is really a good th ing 
that the program is broadcast over the 
na t i ona l radio s tat ion. A n d this year, we 
are very fortunate that the government is 
fund ing it. 

Apar t from government, S IWNET also 
receives suppor t from other N G O s and 
foreign donors . I tr ied and succeeded in 
gett ing funds to cont inue the program. 
That ' s a great success for us . 

Q: Can you tell us more about the 
other programs of SIWNET? 

A: S IWNET 'S other program is the 
Women 's Resource Center. As I sa id, at 
the moment , I a m the only one work ing for 
S IWNET but we're t h i n k i n g of getting 
another person when I come home to 
specif ical ly work at the resource center. 

Salei Rukasi, participant in the SIWNET worskhop on resource 
center, sharing a laugh with Rhona Bautista, Isis International-
Manila's librarian and workshop trainor. 
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We're try ing to es tab l i sh th is resource 
center and one of my in tent ions i n coming 
to the Phi l ipp ines is to see how the Isis 
resource center is set up . 

B u t we have very l imi ted mater ia ls at 
the moment. S t i l l , c onsu l tan ts a n d s tu 
dents have been u s i n g our center to 
collect in format ion on women. 

We are also t h i n k i n g of p u b l i s h i n g a 
women's photo journal for w h i c h we have 
already sought funds. The photo- journal 
wi l l be used for educat ing women who live 
in the i s lands far from Hon ia ra . 

You see, only a th i rd of our populat ion 
are women and most of them live in the 
provinces and are engaged i n subsistence 
farming. These women have missed out on 
a lot of activities that have been carr ied out 
at the nat ional level. Based on reports, only 
17 percent of women i n the So lomon Islands 
are literate. That 's why we thought of 
publ ish ing a j ou rna l ful l of photos w i th 
captions to explain the pictures. 

Q: Is SIWNET affiliated with any 
larger organization? 

A: S IWNET has aff i l iations w i th 
other regional organizat ions l ike the 
Pacific News Assoc ia t ion (PNA). O u r affilia
tion wi th PNA wi l l he lp u s not only t ra in 
the staff but also develop the radio program, 
and produce a better newsletter. We wi l l 
have access to t ra in ing w h i c h is beneficial 
to us. Through the PNA, we have set up 
the B lack Women Network w h i c h l i nks 
other women j ourna l i s t s i n other Pacific 
countries. Hopefully, we w i l l benefit from 
the t ra in ing that they have. 

We are also affiliated w i th the Pacific 
Broadcast ing Assoc iat ion (PBA) a n d a 
member of the Media Assoc ia t ion of the 
Solomon Islands (MASl), the local med ia 
assoc iat ion. 

S IWNET also r u n s C o m m un i c a t i o ns 
Tra in ing Workshops for women to help 
them acquire the basic sk i l l s of news 
writ ing. These t ra in ing w i l l greatly ass is t 
rura l women to compile or write news 
stories w h i ch may be wr i t ten i n their own 
dialect and then trans lated into E n g l i s h 

wh i ch w i l l then he lp u s get to know what's 
going on i n the prov inces . 

Actua l ly , most women can write, but 
they fear people m igh t l augh at their 
grammar. That ' s a b ig problem we have 
i n the So lomons a n d we don't want that 
k ind of t h i n k i n g to flourish, especaially 
among women. As l ong as we can under
stand what they are t r y ing to say, that's 
it. We've conducted the workshops wi th our 
local c h u r c h women 's g roups and the 
response was real ly good. 

Also, given the geographical set-up of 
the Solomons, to be able to reach out, we 
need to tour the prov inces . These touring 
programs help us r each out to women who 
live i n very isolated a n d very far is lands. I 
interview women w h e n I go on tour. I ask 
them what their da i ly life is l ike, what 
their problems are, wha t the i r activities 
are and how they are surv iv ing . 

Q: What about theater? Have you tried 
theater? 

A: Yes, we've tr ied d r a m a when we 
went on tour on the i ssue of domestic 
violence. The women were really emo
t ional because domest ic violence is not 
openly d i scussed . It's a very sensitive 

The Women's Development Division of the Solomon Island's 
Ministry of Youth, Sports, Women and Recreation were active 
participants of SI WNET's resource center workshop. 
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Hands-on. There's no better way to learn. 

issue and our country is cu l tura l l y diverse. 
The prob lems ' that contr ibute to domestic 
violence differ from i l sand to i s land . We 
have so many cu l tures so we have to be 
ver\ careful because what may be a l l right 
in some i s lands may be offending in oth
ers. 

1 find that d rama is one of the more 
effective ways to get messages across to 
women. Dramat i z ing domestic violence 
has a strong effect on the women and men 
l istening. Soap operas, d rama , and role 
p laying have s imi lar effects. 

We have also tried songs du r ing our 
communica t i ons t ra in ing workshop. The 
part ic ipants were able to choose a topic 
like nutr i t i on and they came up wi th 
some songs. One was about the tarrow or 
cassava, wh i ch is good food. If you eat it 
w i th rice or f ish or some k i n d of vegetable, 
it I S nutr i t i ous . Songs really had an effect 
on the women l istening. These are the 
alternative forms that are very effective. 

Q: What do you think is the impact of 
your work for the last five years on 
women? 

A: 1 th ink we have progressed very 
well in the last five years. At the begin
n ing of the project, we didn' t have consist

ent funding. 1 didn' t get paid from Septem
ber 1992 to J u n e 1993. Bu t I seethe 
importance of hav ing th is women's pro
gram. 

The women's radio program, it is me, 
it is in me. J u s t because we don't have 
funding doesn't mean we have to stop a 
very effective program for women. 1 don't 
want it to fall apart and I believe we can do 
it. 

1 have met chal lenges in m\b but I 
worked my way through. We are very happy 
that we received fund ing from local and 
overseas organizat ions and that the 
government is now showing interest in 
funding our radio program. That is a great 
.achievement for us. We also have an 
addi t ional staff coming and addit ional 
equ ipment . 

Over the years, we received feedback 
that were both encourag ing and discourag
ing. Bu t the negative ones only make me 
more determined to work. Sometimes it's 
a l l "oh , your project wi l l only last for this 
year." That makes me work al l the more 
and I get the result that I want. 

I am glad to say that women like our 
radio program very m u c h . The day after an 
a i r ing , some women wi l l usual ly r ing me 
up and say that they l iked the program. 
Somet imes, I meet them on the road and 
they say "oh, that was a very good program 
last night. 1 l iked i t . " 

Q: So this is what keeps you going? 
A: Yes. You see, before SIWNET, I 

was a broadcaster, an announcer and a 
d isk jockey. 1 did women's programs 
main ly . B u t I left the broadcast ing station 
and 1 jo ined the seminars of the National 
C o u n c i l of Women. I was the communica
t ions officer at that t ime, responsible for 
the women's radio program. Then I cont in
ued w i th SIWNET. 

In the 10 years that I've worked with 
women, I've had easy t imes and hard 
t imes. Somet imes women are our own 
enemies but that v^on't stop me from my 
work. When you cont inue to work despite 
pressures , i n the end, you fulfill a goal.^ 
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