
A
s Maliyaziwa Malunga mourns her dead husband,
she also battles against his relatives who plot to
seize her house in a custom that affects thousands

of women in Zimbabwe each year. A Human Rights Watch
report released on Tuesday details how in-laws in the coun-
try routinely expect to take property and money from
bereaved widows soon after their husbands die. 

When Malunga’s husband died in 2013, his relatives
locked her in her home, forced her to open her cash box,
and stole $4,000 and the title documents to her property. “I
lock my doors always fearing some of those in-laws will
come and harass me,” Malunga, who is still in a legal tussle to
fight off the relatives, told AFP. “It is so painful to go to courts
and it is stressful. I lose sleep, my blood pressure is high and I
have lost weight because of stress,” the 53-year-old said.

HRW said Zimbabwean widows who are thrown out of
their homes by their in-laws often have little chance of jus-
tice because many marriages are under customary law and
not registered. “My advice is for married women to go to
court and have a wedding certificate and we will not have
problems like this one,” said Malunga. “Widows must fight
for their rights, they should be strong and should not give
up,” she added, recalling that her husband’s relatives
engaged in fistfights over her house in Chitungwiza, out-
side Harare.

‘Happy to see us suffer’ 
The HRW report called for the government to protect

vulnerable, often elderly widows. “The impact of property
grabbing on widows is devastating,” said its author Bethany
Brown. “Women whose property was taken from them
spoke of homelessness, destitution and loss of livelihoods”.
The report is based on interviews with 59 widows across
Zimbabwe’s 10 provinces last year.” (My brother-in-law) has
taken all of my fields,” Deborah, 58, from Mashonaland East,
told researchers. “Now, he says that I cannot walk on ‘his’
fields... Maybe he is really happy to see us suffer.”

The Legal Resources Foundation (LRF), an organization
helping widows in Zimbabwe, said it alone had handled
at least 1,700 cases in the last three years. “Women have
to register their estates and they should do so immediate-
ly after the deaths of their husbands,” Lucia Masuka-
Zanhi, legal programs director at LRF, told AFP. “Women
can assert their rights through the courts and each case
will be decided on its facts.”

The government said it supported better protection for

widows and would act to enforce the law more widely.
“This practice contravenes the law which entitles the sur-
viving spouse to inherit property,” Ivan Dumba, an official
from the ministry of women affairs, told a press conference
in Harare where the report was launched. “We will increase

the volume to condemn such practices... It is critical we
investigate this issue as we need to get to the bottom of it.”
HRW said that, according to Zimbabwe’s 2012 census,
there were about 590,000 widows in the country, and that
most women over 60 were widowed. — AFP 
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Focus

Tajik women train 

to shoulder work 

men left behind

W
earing blue overalls,  trainee mechanic
Marjona Abdulloeva carefully examines a car
chassis at a government-run training center in

Tajikistan, an ex-Soviet republic hit hard by the reces-
sion in Russia. The 20-year-old hopes to be the first
woman to earn a car mechanic’s diploma at the
Dushanbe centre, as a growing number of women seek
work to help make ends meet in the socially conserva-
tive and impoverished country.

Undeterred by the social stigma of shedding their
traditional home-based role, the women are stepping
into jobs left vacant by menfolk, many of whom moved
to Russia to find work. “Repairing cars is considered
man’s work, but I do not care what my friends think
about my choice,” Abdulloeva told AFP. “The work you
do should interest you. I want to make a life for myself.”

Russian recession 
Historically heavily reliant on Russia, the Muslim-

majority nation of some eight million has been hit by
the two-year recession suffered by its ex-Soviet masters.
At least 860,000 Tajik citizens - the vast majority men -
are working in Russia, according to Russian migration
authorities, sending back good wages to provide for
their families at home.

But many have been thrown out of work as Russia’s
economy was hit by plunging oil prices and Western
sanctions over Moscow’s actions in Ukraine. The col-
lapse in the Russian ruble’s value has also left a sharp
dent in the money they send home. In 2015, the
amount of money transferred back to Tajikistan fell to
$1.3 billion from $3.8 billion a year earlier when remit-
tances represented nearly half of the country’s GDP,
according to the Russian Central Bank.

‘Don’t look back’ 
To make ends meet, women have had to find new

sources of income. Women make up about 60 percent of
the new enrollees at the Dushanbe training center, said
its director Shukhrullo Salomov. “Many of them choose
typically male professions, successfully complete their
courses and don’t look back,” he told AFP. Even with a
qualification, the job market is tough: Although
Tajikistan has significantly reduced poverty in the last
decade, unemployment remains stubbornly high.

“Of the 130,000 young people that finish school
every year, more than 60,000 enter the ranks of the
unemployed,” Saimuddin Dustov, a Moscow-based Tajik
analyst, told AFP. In theory this could prompt women
like Abdulloeva to head abroad too. But they could face
a double stigma if they leave the country to find work:
Both xenophobia, which Tajik men say they suffer
abroad, but also suspicions about exactly what kind of
work they are doing. “Young women migrants often
find themselves targets of (Tajik) society’s suspicion if
they find work abroad, because some female migrants
fall into prostitution,” said researcher Alla Kuvatova,
who studies gender issues in the country. 

Social pressure 
Even at home, Tajik society “doesn’t welcome”

women taking up work that is usually done by men, she
added. A 2010 census, whose data was published in
2013, showed that about 1.1 million women in
Tajikistan work, most of them in agriculture. In his
December address to the nation, veteran President
Emomali Rakhmon summed up the sentiment, deplor-
ing that women were “more often than not doing
heavy, physically taxing work”. 

Rakhmon, who came to power during a ruinous five-
year civil war in the country during the 1990s, called on
the service industry to employ more women instead.
Taxi driving has drawn some of Tajikistan’s unemployed
but few women have been able to get into the business.
“Behind the Wheel”, a 2013 award-winning short docu-
mentary film, tells the story of a Tajik woman, who quit
taxi driving after repeated arguments with male clients,
preferring to fix tyres instead. “Of thousands of taxi driv-
ers in the major cities - Dushanbe, Khujand and Kulyob -
probably fewer than 10 are women,” said analyst Dustov.

No regrets 
Despite grim employment prospects across the

board, however, many women graduates from the
Dushanbe training centre don’t regret their choices to
attend courses. Zarina Nabieva, who trained as a
plumber, said her new skills had already helped her save
money on handymen. “We are not looking to take any-
one’s place,” the 47-year-old said. “Everything we do, we do
for the well-being of ourselves and our families.” — AFP 

Zimbabwe in-laws steal houses from widows

Brexit plans unlikely to be slowed by defeat

P
rime Minister Theresa May’s plans
to start the process of Britain leav-
ing the European Union by the end

of March are unlikely to be hindered or
slowed by yesterday’s Supreme Court rul-
ing the government must seek parlia-
mentary approval. In the ruling, judges
on Britain’s top judicial body upheld an
earlier High Court decision that lawmak-
ers had to give their assent before May
can invoke Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty
which formally starts two-years of
divorce talks.

However, the legal defeat, while an
inconvenience and embarrassment for
the government, is not expected to delay
its Brexit timetable or, as some investors
and pro-EU supporters hope, make it
possible to stop Britain leaving the bloc.
Part of this is because the opposition is
divided. “We will not block Article 50,”
Jeremy Corbyn, leader of the main oppo-
sition Labour Party which campaigned
against Brexit, said last week. “All Labour
MPs (members of parliament) will be
asked to vote in that direction next week,
or whenever the vote comes up.”

Not all Corbyn’s colleagues may go
along, but May can get the votes she
needs for overall passage. However,
what the decision could do is give an
opportunity for Labour and other law-
makers who oppose a “hard Brexit” - an
agreement with the EU that puts immi-
gration curbs above access to the single
market - to have a greater influence on
what the final deal should look like.

Senior ministers in May’s Conservative
government, which had been expecting
to lose the case, have already drawn up
a series of options, including a short,
t ight bil l  which wil l  quick ly be put
before parliament’s lower chamber, the
House of Commons.

Although before June’s referendum
the vast majority of MPs in the Commons

backed staying in the EU, most now say
they would back Brexit, especially those
in England and Wales whose constituents
had strongly backed leaving the bloc.
MPs voted overwhelmingly to support
the timetable of May’s Conservative gov-
ernment for invoking Article 50 before
April in a non-binding vote in December.
Sources from both May’s ruling

Conservatives and the opposition Labour
Party have told Reuters there was scope
for a bill to be accelerated through parlia-
ment, without restricting debate, to ensure
it could pass before the end of March.

Labour, though, faces a particular
problem as many of its traditional work-
ing class supporters voted to leave the
bloc and have been wooed in recent
years by the anti-EU UK Independence
Party (UKIP). Whilst not blocking Brexit,
Corbyn, who himself was an EU critic for
many years, has said he would fight for
Britain to have full access to the single
market “with reasonable management of
migration”. Labour could try to amend
any bill to ensure this, attracting support
from some Conservative MPs, who
oppose a “hard Brexit”, and other smaller
parties such as the Scottish Nationalists
and Liberal Democrats.

The greatest potential threat to May
comes from parliament’s unelected
upper chamber, the House of Lords,
where many peers remained strongly
opposed to Brexit and do not have voters
to worry about. If the Lords were to vote
against approving the triggering of
Article 50, the Brexit timetable could be
severely delayed. However, the govern-
ment is confident the bill  will  pass
through the Lords because there would
be a constitutional crisis if unelected
peers were to thwart the will of the peo-
ple expressed both through the referen-
dum and from their representatives in
the Commons. — Reuters 

O
n the inauguration of US President Donald
Trump, an Indian real estate company ran an
advertisement with the slogan ‘Homes that

don’t discriminate’, calling for an end to prejudice in
India’s housing market based on gender, religion or
caste. While the ad was unusual, the sentiment was
familiar to millions of Indians who have tried to rent or
buy city homes only to be denied because they were
single, ate meat, were of a certain caste or from a cer-
tain region.

Informal rules and discrimination by Indian land-
lords to keep out religious minorities and single peo-
ple are eroding the multi-cultural nature of India’s
cities and dividing communities into ghettos, analysts
say. “It’s 2017 - and we’re still encountering discrimina-
tion,” said Rishi Dogra of NestAway Technologies that
ran the ad. “People should be able to move freely and
find a living space anywhere in the country,” said
Dogra, marketing head for the company founded by
four young male graduates after they had trouble
finding a home in Bengaluru.

Such discrimination has forced many people to the
suburbs, making Indian city centers less diverse and
cosmopolitan, with high rents already making them
unaffordable to poorer workers. Mumbai, India’s finan-
cial hub and a magnet for migrants from across the
country, has traditionally had enclaves for Catholics,
Parsis, Bohri Muslims and others. They set up housing
societies, or co-operatives, to help other community
members.

As the city grew and drew more migrants, powerful
housing societies have often denied homes on the

basis of religion, caste, food preferences and even pro-
fessions. The divide grew after bloody Hindu-Muslim
riots in 1992-93 and still persists, said Zakia Soman, a
co-founder at Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan, a
non-profit organization for Muslim women. A
Facebook group called ‘Indians Against Discrimination’
was set up in 2015 after a young Muslim woman was
asked to leave her flat a week after she moved in,
because of her religion.

“When it comes to living spaces, we have become
very insular,” Soman said. “The city is getting increas-
ingly ghettoized as a result, weakening our social fab-
ric and polarizing us further. That doesn’t bode well,”
she said. Local courts have ruled against discrimina-
tion by housing associations in several cases, but
there have also been contradictory rulings.

Discrimination
In a 2005 case, India’s top court ruled in favor of a

Parsi housing society in Ahmedabad, saying it could
limit its membership to Parsis and not admit others.
“The constitution guarantees our right to equality, but
housing societies can still frame their own guidelines
which may be discriminatory,” said Vinod Sampat, a
real estate lawyer. A draft housing policy for
Maharashtra state, where Mumbai is located, has
dropped a clause that prevents discrimination in
housing. This may leave those looking to rent or buy
property with fewer protections, Sampat said.
Government officials have said non-discrimination is
already protected by the constitution, so there is no
need for the clause. —- Reuters 

Housing bias turning 

ghettoize India cities 

A man carries a box, resembling Ready Brek porridge, but with the logo modified to
read ‘Ready Brexit’ as he arrives to queue to enter the Supreme Court opposite the
Houses of Parliament in central London yesterday. — AFP 


