
A Brief Sketch of the SIGBI Conference 

 

The annual SIGBI extravaganza took place virtually on the last two days of 

October.  Those of us who had never dreamed of ever attending a global 

conference by travelling the seven seas got an opportunity to participate. 

And for those who sadly had to miss even this for some reason, here is a 

general picture.  

The Federation Programme meeting, held a day before, was chaired by Kay 

Richmond, SIGBI Director Program Action. President Isobel Smith was 

forceful when she said a lot had been achieved on various women’s issues 

for many years, yet the fact is that a lot remains to be done. And then the 

pandemic played havoc causing unprecedented hardships to vulnerable 

people.  She called for Soroptimists to take an active role in building back, 

emphasizing the concept of aiming to “Build Back Better”. We must build a 

resilient society, she said, so we can face any disaster.  

Kay remarked Covid has affected the world, but Soroptimists have not been 

beaten.  Referring to Asia Network, she said, despite immense problems, 

Soroptimist Clubs have doggedly continued by simply ‘zooming into the 

digital world’. A wonderful video compiled with the activities of the Asia 

cluster clubs substantiated this.  Activities of the Caribbean and European 

clusters were also displayed.  

The second session comprised the various presentations by the APDs’ on 

their focus areas.  

APD Partnership Yvonne Freeman emphasized that with Covid pandemic, 

the need for SDG 17, or building strong partnership was important, 

although with the present economic scenario, this would increasingly be 

difficult.  

 Nisha Ghosh, APD Peace, said the extreme backlash of the pandemic has 

pushed the world’s patchy development back several decades. The year 2020 

has been grim particularly for women with job loss, small businesses 

shutting down, domestic violence, and poor children’s education combined 

with lashing natural disasters all over the world. SI has to build back 

through SDG 16.  

APD People, Yvonne Gibbon pointed out that SDGS  1- 5 were involved in 

her area of work to ensure services like healthcare, protection and education 

to all. We need more gender responsive data to address women’s special 

needs.  



Carol Infanti, APD Prosperity, rightly focused on economic inequality. 

Protect and enhance with the right investment, she urged, in all 

communities, housing, and transport. Work for universal basic income 

across countries. Her focus area covered SDGs  7-10, 11. 

Naina Shah, APD Planet, reminded us of the devastation that climate 

change, extreme natural disasters and degraded habitats have caused. She 

urged reduction of biodiversity loss to strengthen climate resilience. Trees 

are great climate stability enhancers, Naina said. Unless SDGs 6, 12- 15 

were rigorously implemented, the planet will not recover.  

https://sigbi.org/belfast2020/thursday-29-october-2020-fpac/ 

 

Friday:  The SIGBI conference venue’s Belfast connection evidenced in the 

lively and energetic Celtic dance recital that greeted us.  SIGBI President 

Isobel gave a warm welcome to all delegates with their different country flags 

displayed. International President Sharon Fisher spoke of the relevance of 

her appeal theme - Road to Equality in today’s world of extreme gender 

disparity.  

Session I   Lady Brenda Hale retired as the first lady President of the 

Supreme Court of UK. Yet it was a difficult profession for women to begin 

with. While in 1960, there were 2.3% women practicing as solicitors and 

4.4% barristers, in 2017, the corresponding figures were 62% and 50% 

respectively.  Her first love was teaching at Manchester University. And in 

1969 she was called to the bar and since then  had to fight severe sexism. 

https://sigbi.org/belfast2020/friday-sessions/keynote-speaker-lady-hale/ .   

Federation Reports came with a short presentation by Acting Membership 

Director of Federation, Clair Bell about the membership situation. The 

African Federation had resulted in SIGBI losing 9 clubs and 606 members. 

However, there were two new clubs too and 425 new members.  Director of 

Finance Ruth Healey mentioned, among other things, that in (2021-2022), 

there had been no rise in membership fees.  

Session II     Durham University’s Technology Professor Sue Black’s topic 

was “If I can do, so can you” and she explained how. Her focus towards 

using her knowledge of technology to rebuild society is exemplary.  During 

the intense London bombing of World War II, intelligence from the Bletchley 

Park was vital for Allies’ land battles. Post war, this place went into 

disrepair and Sue Black led the successful campaign to restore it.  Her 

another motto has been to encourage girls and women, to take up tech 

https://sigbi.org/belfast2020/thursday-29-october-2020-fpac/
https://sigbi.org/belfast2020/friday-sessions/keynote-speaker-lady-hale/


education. https://sigbi.org/belfast2020/friday-sessions/keynote-

speaker-professor-susan-black/ . 

Saturday:    The Membership Celebration Part 2 was an interesting 

potpourri of club demonstrations of how they combated the pandemic gloom 

during lockdown.  

Session I    Dr Alison Gardner, an academic at Nottingham University and a 

public policy professional, aims to eradicate slavery. Trafficking denies 

nearly 25 million people their fundamental right to freedom, she said.  It can 

take many forms like unpaid labour, sexual exploitation, forced marriage, 

debt bondage. She believes that partnerships should be built with police 

forces, local authorities, faith bodies and non-governmental organisations to 

help tackle modern slavery.   https://sigbi.org/belfast2020/saturday-31-

october-2020-sessions/keynote-speaker-dr-alison-gardner/. 

  Thereafter we viewed the wonderful presentations from the Best Practices 

Award winners, in the People, Prosperity, Planet, Peace, and Partnership 

categories.  

Session II    BBC Radio presenter, Jane Garvey‘s personal story of joys and 

challenges was as fascinating as her experiences as a broadcaster. She did 

the celebrated Women’s Hour with colleague Jenni for nearly 13 years. 

Watched by all, among them 57% women, it covered many important topics, 

including equal pay for women, when one day they suddenly discovered they 

were actually paid less than men, by the BBC! 

https://sigbi.org/belfast2020/keynote-speaker-jane-garvey/  

All too soon, it was closing ceremonies with the change of insignia.  

Outgoing SIGBI president Isobel Smith gave her farewell speech. The new 

President Johanna Raffan introduced the Board with India’s Nisha Ghosh as 

a member. President Johanna’s inaugural speech emphasised on 

memberships and programmes. Her theme “Believe to Achieve” projected 

enthusiasm as she promised to be with the clubs to face the future 

challenges with newer ways. The way forward seemed promising and 

exciting. 

https://sigbi.org/belfast2020/saturday-31-october-2020-sessions/closing-

ceremony-change-of-insignia/ ) 

 

- Soma Dasupta 

SI Calcutta 
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