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It is with great pleasure that we welcome you to this International Conference and NGO fair dedicated to the rights of women and children in Pakistan.  Organized within the framework of the EU co-funded project “NGOnet for Women and Children Rights”, we hope that it will provide us all with the opportunity to bring to the table some of the most important issues related to the human rights of women and children in Pakistan. We also hope that it will make a small contribution towards suggesting solutions and approaches for the improvement of the situation. 
The organization that I represent, the Centre of Strategic Planning for Development “DIMITRA” is a Greek NGO, which since 1991 implements emergency humanitarian assistance and development oriented interventions in developing countries. Until today it has improved the living conditions of thousands of people in countries such as Dominica, Senegal, Ecuador, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Sri Lanka, India, West Bank and the Gaza Strip, Jordan, Lebanon, Serbia, Moldova, Romania, Albania and Georgia. It has done so by distributing tons of food, clothing items, medical consumables, essential relief items, but also by reconstructing and repairing hundreds of houses, schools, orphanages and other infrastructures affected by disasters. 
The organization also undertakes the implementation of development activities aiming at the promotion of human rights issues. The focus of these activities is particularly on women, through activities such as capacity building, training, advocacy, setting up of cooperatives, empowerment of women’s self employment, facilitating their access into the labor market and other similar interventions. 
The activities and vision of KE.S.S.A. DIMITRA seek a world of tolerance and social justice, in which people have overcome poverty and live in dignity and security. As such, they frequently incorporate actions dedicated to the empowerment and emancipation of the most vulnerable social groups of all, none other than women and children. We believe that all people should enjoy the same opportunities, not as a privilege but as an undeniable right. As a result, the promotion of democratic institutions and the support of the human rights of all individuals alike and the principle of non-discrimination are deeply embedded in all our interventions. 
Our organization found itself initially in Pakistan in 2001, implementing a large scale humanitarian assistance project for the Afghan refugees fleeing the country and seeking refuge in neighboring Pakistan. Back then, we distributed tons of medical consumables and equipment to a large network of hospitals and clinics and also large quantities of children’s winter clothing for the children in need. In doing so, we had the opportunity to forge valuable partnerships with the local Civil Society. We also had a glimpse of the country’s vast potential, yet limited outlets which if dealt with effectively, could facilitate sustainable development and the fostering of a culture of tolerance and equality.
Pakistan is a country with a vast potential for development, which is however hampered by rifts in the cohesion of its social web. These affect primarily the well being of two very important social groups, which are none other than the country’s women and children. The Pakistani government has ratified the majority of international conventions in favor of the protection of the rights of women and children. However, everyday life, practices and statistics demonstrate that there is still much work to be done to ensure that no violations of the rights of these two social groups take place. 
We realized these problems from a very early stage of our activation in Pakistan. We also witnessed a tremendous potential in the form of the hundreds of local organizations, which embody the people’s will and disposition to bring about change. The Civil Society of Pakistan is determined and vibrant, characterized by  good will and genuine interest for the solution of the problems and issues at stake. We also witnessed that local organizations are very often characterized by the lack of necessary know-how and experience, so as to be able to design and implement effective interventions with lasting results. This might be after all the reason that so far, the International Donor agencies and relevant funding mechanisms have not found a direct communication outlet with the local NGOs. What they would rather do is channel the available funds through European or International leading organizations, instead.

Taking all the above into consideration, we have utilized the European Commission Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights in order to elaborate and submit a project, titled “NGOnet for Women and Children’s Rights”, with the following objectives:

· To empower and strengthen the Pakistani NGOs, which are active in the field of promoting and safeguarding the rights of women and children.
· To improve the skills, knowledge and potential of the personnel of the local NGOs. This would be done through the transfer of know how, the delivery of training sessions and the exposure to the application of new technologies in the context of the NGO sector.

· To make the local NGOs realize the importance of networking, synergies and the drafting of common lines of activation in order to achieve fruitful co-operations.
· To create a more enabling environment for the activation of Pakistani NGOs

The implementation of project “Ngo Net for Women and Children Rights” is under way since March 2004. So far, with the constant cooperation of our local project partners Sindh Development Society from Sindh, Shuhada Organization from Baluchistan, Community Support Concern from Punjab and Khwendo Kor from NWFP, but also with the active participation of the NGOs which constitute the project’s network, we have managed to achieve the following quantitative and qualitative results: 

· Creation of the Internet Portal “www.netbaz.org”, which presents information and resources related to human rights. The Internet portal constitutes a focal point and a useful resource for the ones working in the field, with approximately 135 visits per day. At this point should be also stressed that the portal constituted a useful tool for the dissemination of information related to the recent earthquake which hit Pakistan. This was achieved by providing constant and updated information on the needs and the situation of the earthquake victims. 

· The delivery of 43 Personal Computers and their accompanying peripherals to the 43 NGOs participating in the project’s network. This was done in order to enhance them in their efforts to become accustomed with the applications of new technologies and how these can facilitate and enhance their work.
·  A 64-page publication depicting the condition of the human rights of women and children in Pakistan. The publication has been mailed to approximately 3.000 international recipients to raise awareness on the situation. It also aimed at presenting the work of local NGOs working for the advancement of the rights of these vulnerable social groups.
· Four 72-hour long training courses on Human Rights for the members of the 43 NGOs in the four provinces, with a total of 86 trainees. The training courses aimed at enhancing the understanding of theoretical issues, as these relate to the human rights of women and children specifically in Pakistan. 
· Four 66-hour long training courses on PC Skills for the members of staff of the 43 NGOs in the four provinces, with a total of 86 trainees, so that they can fully exploit the potential offered by new technologies and utilize also the Internet Portal in its capacity of a valuable tool.

· Four 54-hour long training courses on Project Planning and Project Implementation for the members of staff of the 43 NGOs in the four provinces, with a total of 86 trainees. The aim was to make them more capable in planning and elaborating comprehensive interventions in the field of the human rights of women and children.
· Four 36-hour long training courses on NGO Fundraising for the members of staff of the 43 NGOs in the four provinces, with a total of 86 trainees. The training session aimed at making them aware of funding opportunities for the implementation of their projects. It also gave them additional insight into relevant issues, such as public relations, visibility etc.
· Organizing of 19 workshops on human rights with the total participation of 507 local women, in order to allow women voice their own concerns and discuss their own personal experiences. 
· Compilation of an electronic NGO database, presenting 400 Pakistani NGOs working in the field of the human rights of women and children, in order to facilitate networking among both local and international NGOs.

In addition to the above and as the project is still far from being completed, the following activities are foreseen until its end in May 2006:
· The undertaking of a large scale awareness raising campaign on the human rights of women and children in Pakistan. The aim of the campaign is to inform them on their fundamental human rights.
· The issuing of the second international publication and its distribution to worldwide opinion leaders, mass media, donors and NGOs, in order to raise awareness and advocate on the condition of women and children in Pakistan. 
· The creation of a documentary film, presenting the situation of women and children in Pakistan alongside the remarkable work done by local NGOs. The film will be distributed to European television stations for broadcasting for awareness raising, but will also be given to the local NGOs for advocacy.
· The completion of the activity “Joint Submission Proposal”, which is already under way and whose tangible results you will be able to witness today at a later part of the conference. The aim of the activity was to provide constant and ongoing support to the members of the Ngonet network in elaborating their own human rights projects, applying the theoretical knowledge they have attained into practice. 
· The awarding of 4 mini grants to 4 local NGOs for the implementation of small scale awareness raising projects in the field of the human rights of women and children.
Today’s conference and its accompanying activities constitute a milestone in the evolution of the project. They aim to both promote and make public the efforts and work undertaken by the local NGOs, but also present ways and tangible approaches, which will ultimately create a more facilitating environment for these NGOs. Its main objectives which we hope to achieve today with the participation of you all are the following:
· Stimulate a dialogue between the Government, Local Authorities, local and international NGOs

· Provide an opportunity to the local NGOs so that they can present their work and their efforts to both the wide public, but also the Mass Media

· Present “success stories” and “approaches” from the field of human rights, from both Pakistan and abroad, which have yielded positive results and can be imitated
· Allow local, European and International donors present opportunities for the funding of women and children’s human rights projects in Pakistan 

and last but not least, 

· Acknowledge the efforts and contribution of distinguished individuals from the field of politics, activism and the mass media. They have all excelled in their own way in the struggle for the protection of the rights of Pakistani women and children and still continue doing so. For the hope and inspiration they instill in others, we will present them today with honorary awards.

I would like to cordially thank all the people who have worked in one way or another for the realization of this conference. Also, the members of the NGOnet which participate both in the conference, but also the NGO fair, and the distinguished speakers who honor us with their presence. Additionally, I would like to thank all the participants of this conference. We sincerely hope and wish that the conference will provide the opportunity for the voicing of opinions, for a fruitful dialogue with the participation of all and for the presentation of solutions for the problems addressed. Ultimately, we hope to be able to synthesize a tangible result and this is why I welcome the active participation of you all. 
Before closing, I would like to thank all the local NGOs. They constitute a source of inspiration for us all, for their constant efforts in an environment which is often far from being ideal. By welcoming you all to this conference, I also invite you to participate actively in its proceedings. Let us work with the Pakistani NGOs, agents of change and progress. 

If women are the life force which guarantees continuation, stability, growth and nurturing, children are the undeniable future. The protection of this fragile future is not our choice. It is our duty. 
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