By Anne-Laure Malauzat

The following is an excerpted transcript of an interview with Nivine Rasmi, Field Coordinator for the UNICEF-supported NGO Assiut Childhood and Development Association (ACDA).
How did the FGM/C programme get started in the villages? How did you approach people at first? And what was their reaction?
At the very beginning we organized an orientation workshop for the staff we were going to work with, training them on FGM's religious and medical aspects as well as ways of dealing with social opposition to their work. This helped us prepare a study to find Positive Deviants (people from the villages who are originally against FGM/C) in each village. Positive Deviants are crucial actors in our work since they are usually from the villages they work in so they are well-known and trusted and this facilitates our work a lot. We also work with religious sheikhs, mayors and doctors as these are influential and well-respected people who can make a real impact on the community." "To give you an example of the strong influence sheikhs and doctors have on the community let me tell you about one of my experiences at the beginning of the programme. Once, we organized a meeting against FGM/C in 2003 in the village of Ezbet Hebesh, in the district of Abu Farag. I went there with a sheikh and a doctor who support our cause. When we arrived we were surprised to find that the meeting room was empty and that no one was there. After waiting for people to come, we left, disappointed. A few days later, one of our Positive Deviants from Ezbet Hebesh explained that a very influential sheikh in the village had cut water supplies from the farmers to prevent them from attending our meeting. I was quite surprised but I decided to go talk to his wife to explain our initiative and ask for her help. After a few weeks, she became one of our biggest supporters and she convinced her husband of helping us as well so we now have regular popular sessions in this village.
If I go to a village alone, as a village outsider, I will not be welcomed. I used to work for the development of community schools and when I knocked on someone's door and spoke with parents on the importance of education, I was always welcomed. Now that I am working on FGM/C, it is not the case anymore, because it is a very sensitive and taboo subject and people rarely want to talk about it.
The first time I started visiting villages, I stopped by a house and I met a woman who told me that she had 4 daughters who were all circumcised. I left to visit other houses and when I was leaving the village, I saw this mother of four calling me to tell me that in reality her daughters were not circumcised but that she feared for their reputation, which explains why she had lied to me. She was scared her daughters were not going to be able to get married if the community learnt that they hadn't undergone FGM/C.
Who decides for FGM/C? Is it more men's or women's business?

Most of the time, it concerns women and they decide. A mother usually sees it as something between herself and her daughter, which the father should know nothing about. Moreover, a lot of the men work in the farms all day or even in the Gulf so they are rarely at home and the home automatically becomes women's business.
What kinds of justifications do people supporting FGM/C use?
The main reason given by most families for practicing FGM/C is honor. Mothers and fathers who want their daughters to be circumcised do it because they believe it will preserve their purity. There is also the weight of tradition and for a few people, the belief that FGM/C is commanded by religion.
How did the programme develop?
In the first year of the programme, we faced a lot of rejection and opposition. When we had meetings we put up banners saying "No to FGM/C, No to FGM/C! " and some people would come up to us and tell us that we had no right to say No to FGM/C and that it was their choice to make. After facing more opposition, we decided to rethink the concepts we were using and change the way we were expressing our message. We needed to find new attractive ways to help people understand why we were against FGM/C. As a result, we incorporated a hygiene component in our message and focused more extensively on the mother-child relationship. This worked really well and we felt more welcome and better understood in the communities.
What kind of changes have you observed regarding behavior towards FGM/C in the past 5 years?

In the past, people used to celebrate FGM/C in the village. Today, there are less and less people practicing FGM/C and those who still practice it do not talk about it very much. I started seeing the real effects of our work in the villages when a daya- midwife- from the village of El-Nekheila told me "I want a financial compensation from you since I used to make 2000 pounds every summer and now only one or two families come up to me to circumcise their daughters! You have ruined my business." This really showed me the powerful effect we were having on the communities we work in and it made me proud to be participating in this initiative. (Most girls are circumcised during the summer and the practice costs 20 to 50 Egyptian Pounds)
