PIONEERS

EDMA
BAYOUTH
Edma Bayouth's name is not only Iinked to that of
the Young Women's Christian Association (YWCA) in
Lebanon. It also recalls Lebanese social work at the stage
when it tried to evolve into an organized or systematic
activity based on study, inquiry, cooperation and
dedication, four characteristics adopted by this militant
woman who gave to extensive social work more than fifty
years of her Iife and has become so identified with it that
now, after two years of retirement, she maintains contact
with her work, moved by the same enthusiasm that
characterized her when she started it at the age of
twenty.
0: How did your interest in social work develop?
A : When I was a student in Sidon Girls' School I
was interested in helping the Armenian refugees a~d
orphans who came to Lebanon after World War I. Later,
when I joined the YWCA in Beirut to study secreterial
work, I dedicated my free time to voluntary social work"
when one day, Ruth Woodsmall, the director of the
YWCA in the Middle East, at the time, asked me to
conduct a study on the social institutions in Lebanon.
During my investigations I became acquainted with the
different social organizations that were active at the time
and realized how miserable the conditions of working girl~
and ch ildren were.
0: When was the YWCA founded? Why?
A : In 1920, James Nicol, the director of the
American Red Cross in Beirut, suggested the foundation
of a YWCA center, similar to the one he visited in
Istanbul. Later, two secretaries from the YWCA in
Istanbul, Miss Morris and Miss Lack, came to Beirut to
establish the center. James Nicol, then turned Jessy
Taylor Memorial School into a center of activities for the
YWCA. Miss Morris and Miss Lack coordinated with a
local committee to organize a YWCA program which
would mee t the educational, recreational and spiritual
needs of women .
The objectives of the YWCA were to help women
grow in the knowledge and love of God, to involve a
larger number of Lebanese women in active participation
in the improvement of the status of women and in
arousing their interest in the social problems in Lebanon .
0: What
are
some
of
the
activities
and
accomplishments of the YWCA that you helped bring to
light?
A: In 1930, after the study on the conditions of
working girls and children was completed, the government
assign~d us as inspectors. A national committee, consisting
of various groups and organizations, was set up after the
initiati?n of "Child Labor Week," during which legislative,
educational and nutritional needs and problems were
discussed. The outcome was the initiation of a program
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that aimed at:
o Pr~venting child labor and sending young working
children to school, but unfortunately, mothers got their
children out of the school and sent them back to work.
o Starting nutrition camps, where the working children
were gathered, given a good medical exam ination and
treatment for parasites, malnutrition and anemia .
o Initiating night school courses for working girls and
children in the industrial centers, where volunteers
from the American University of Beirut used to teach
them.
The YWCA was also involved in:
o Providing special training for girls and women that
enables them to find decent jobs.
o Establishing an employment office.
o Providing shelter, food and medication for war
refugees.
o Establ ish ing a general comm ittee that investigates the
problems of young maids in Lebanon.
0: What activities are dearest to you?
A: Working with teenage girl-reserves who grew into
adult leaders through the years.
o Watching the factory girls, who came to the night
schools, develop new healthy attitudes towards work,
employers, and better health habits, and their complete
and positive response to the program and the dedicated
staff of the YWCA.
o Summer camps, especially at Dhour Shweir, where the
girls were given the opportunity to be creative in all
aspects.
o Nutrition camps where we could see and feel the
improved health condition of the poor children. Even
their parents could not recognize them after they
returned from the camps.
0: What kind of training does the YWCA provide
for its students?
A: Secretarial
studies,
interior
design,
home
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ALARMING FACTS ON POPULATION GROWTH
IN ARAB COUNTRIES (1)
"The Population of the Arab World is growing at an
alarming three percent a year and, at the present rate, will
double in about 20 years."
There are at present more than 150 million Arabs
spread out over 21 independent Araq countries. This
number is expected to reach about 300 million in the
year 2000.
This rapid growth is not primarily provoked by a
surge in the number of births. The chief cause is the
dramatic fall in the death rate from 37 per 1000 in 1850
to 15 per 1000 in 1970. The dramatic fall is due to
various reasons: fewer famine crises, less tribal warfare,
improved agriculture systems and storage techniques.
Other reasons are better sanitation and water supplies and
the gradual introduction of modern medicine.
Most important among the causes of rapid
population growth is the fall in infant mortality which
shows a potential for further decline in most countries.
The population growth is one of the most acute
problems to be handled by Arab states. It is in fact the
chief problem of the developing regions of the world
where the population is expected to rise from three
billion in 1975 to five billions in the year 2000, while in
developed regions only a slight increase will occur: from
1.1 billion in 1975 to 1.3 billion in 2000 2
"With the present population growth rates, all
resources have to be doubled every 20 to 30 years just to
maintain the present standard of living.,,3 In the 1990s
the world may have to face a shortage of food similar to
the oil shortage in the 1970s.
(1) Chiefly condensed from "Running to Stand Still", (Population
Revolution!, published in the The Middle East, July 1979, no. 57,
pp.57-60.
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economics, hair dressing, knitting, dress making), adult
classes of flower arrangement, languages, bridge. The
YWCA also provides board and lodging for working
women as well as day care centers.
0: What urged the women to go to the YWCA to
learn 40 years ago?
A: Those women found new alternatives to raising a
family. Most of them graduated from high school and
wanted to pursue a career. The YWCA provided them
with new vocational training other than teaching and
nursing. Moreover, women were already leaving their
homes and seeking jobs in factories.
0: How would you compare the Lebanese women
of today with women 40 years ago?
A: In
general, women
nowadays,
are
more
extravagant and Iike to attract attention and show off
more than before. They spend a lot of money on their
appearance, when there are more pressing needs,
especially under the present conditions. Nonetheless, the
Lebanese women have contributed to the financial
stability of the family during the crisis. Cottage industry,

In handl ing the situation, Arab states have adopted
diverse policies. Three of them, Egypt, Tunisia and
Morocco, wh ich comprise about 40 percent of the total
population of the Arab world, have decided that their
population growth rates must be curbed. Population
pol icy has been more successful in Egypt and Tunisia
than in Morocco.
In other countries Iike Jordan, Algeria and Syria,
active support of contraceptive services has been provided
by governments, while in Sudan, North Yemen, South
Yemen, Lebanon and Bahrain, governments have been less
active along this line.
On the other hand, a few Arab countries feel the
necessity of adopting a policy of accelerating popUlation
growth, either because they are thinly popUlated, as is the
case of Iraq and Libya, or because the large proportion
of non-nationals and oil wealth induce them to encourage
higher birth rates. Such is the case of the Gulf countries,
excluding Bahrain.
"The United Nations recognizes access to knowledge
about family planning as a basic human right. National
family planning associations, members of the International
Planned Parenthood Federation, were generally the first
to provide organized family planning services, but till the
early 1970s, the only governments to provide such
services were Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia. The situation
has improved over the last five years. Ten of the 21 Arab
countries have IPPF member associations and 12
governments now provide some family-planning services"
(The Middle East, p.60) . Family planning all over the
Arab world is gaining ground and importance.(4)
(2) WIN NEWS, vol. 5, no. 3, 1979, p. 19.
(3) The Middle East, Ibid. p. 59.
(4) See AI-Raida no. 2. p. 10 and no. 3, p. 7.

trading and opening fashion shops (which are mostly
awned by women) are some of the means which the
Lebanese women have used to help generate income and
participate in stabilizing the Lebanese economy .
0: What are your wishes and hopes for the YWCA?
A : I hope that the YWCA would re-establish its
work with the teenagers and youth along with its present
vocational training. I know that it would be coming soon
due to its effective and dedicated leadership.
Now, after two years of retirement, Edma Bayouth
still feels the urge to go out and help people. Different
groups are getting in touch with her to re-organize an
adult Iiteracy program.
The depth of her experience with people and the
richness of her social activities even before she became
the director of the YWCA in Lebanon, assert the
importance and fruitfulness of organized social work if it
is carried out with faith and dedication ..
Interview by Najla Husni (IWSAW)
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