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It was a story about decriminalizing prostitution that brought me to be a writer for Womensenews. It was 2004 and I was covering the city of Berkeley for the Oakland Tribune in the San Francisco Bay Area. Berkeley is a city of firsts. It was the first to install curb cuts for people in wheelchairs. It was the first city to ban Styrofoam in restaurants. I was the first city to use biodiesel in city-run cars. And most recently, it has become the city where the longest urban tree-sit has taken place. But that’s a story for another time. In the fall of 2004, Berkeley was poised to become the first city in the country to decriminalize prostitution. A former high-end call girl, Robyn Few, was lobbying voters to approve a measure to decriminalize prostitution in an effort to alleviate violence against women, improve public health for prostitutes who are too afraid or too embarrassed to go to a doctor, help prostitutes transition out off street work and encourage statewide reform. The measure wouldn’t have made sex-for-hire legal in Berkeley, but it would have directed the police department to make prostitution the city's lowest criminal priority along with marijuana arrests.

 The measure was called "Angel's Initiative," after a prostitute who was murdered in San Francisco in 1993. Berkeley voters didn’t approve it but a story that I wrote for WENEWS let the world know about the measure and  brought to light the fact that more than 2,000 prostitutes are murdered in the United States every year and that homicide is the number one cause of death among street-walkers. 

As a metro reporter I knew very little of WENEWS before I became one of their freelance writers four years ago. But their beginnings actually started in 2000 after President Bush was elected. At the time, journalist and feminist Rita Henley Jensen wanted to create a pro-choice news service. 
But after Sept. 11 (2001) funding from the National Organization of Women’s Legal Defense and Education, like many nonprofits at the time, dried up. Henley Jensen was not deterred and she went to work fund-raising to expand the scope of the news service. 
In Jan. 2002, Womensenews was launched. Today it is the only daily independent news service covering all matters to woman and the only source of international women’s daily news available in Arabic. It is supported by the Fund for the City of New York. The site has more than 4 million readers a month and 100 freelance writers from around the work writing stories about politics, health, sports, religion, social justice, arts and culture. WENEWS has 45,000 subscribers and more than 10 percent are journalists and editors who often pickup WENEWS stories and run them in major media outlets. The need for WENEWS is strong. 
The mainstream media, which is getting leaner and leaner each week, is inadequate in covering women’s issue. 

Studies have shown that women writing for Altantic, Harpers, The New York Times Magazine, the New Yorker and Vanity Fair shows write one story for every three written by male journalists. 

When it comes to sources for news, the Readership Institute studied 52 American newspapers, finding that less than 3 percent of stories focused on women. Earlier this year, the Washington Post woke up to the gender gap in its readership. A survey showed that young mothers, age 18 to 34, read the Post daily at about half the rate of men around the same age with children. A task force at the Post was appointed and they are working on it. But Henley Jensen believe large metro newspapers need to make women’s issues and accomplishments actually BEATS, just like City Hall beat and the crime beat. 
Since filing my initial story about the effort to decriminalize prostitution, I have written about sportswomen making a push to have halls of fame of their own, disabled women pushing barriers in sports, a women filmmakers who made an award-winning film about fistula in Africa, women leading he way for organic food, health conscious teens pushing for safe cosmetics and a wonderful group called the the International Council of 13 Indigenous Grandmothers. That story focused on women from their 50s to their 80s from the Arctic Circle, Asia, Africa, Mexico and the Northwest, Southwest and Midwest sections of North America.  I told readers how in theeir villages, towns and cities they are spiritual activists, medicine women, tribal elders and advocates for sustaining indigenous ways of life.

As individuals each is recognized for her work to preserve her indigenous culture.

One advises the president of Gabon on governmental affairs.

Another helped found the Tibetan Women's Association, which has 47 branches worldwide, to raise public awareness of the abuses faced by Tibetan women under Chinese rule.

With headquarters at the Center for Sacred Studies in Sonora, Calif. The purpose of the group if to offer the world an increasingly scarce resource: earthly wisdom and prayer.

That is what is so important about WENEWS. It covers all ages, backgrounds, cultures and social economic backgrounds. It also honors each year 21 leaders for the 21st century, a mix of women (and sometimes even a man) who share a vision for a better world for women. I hope you all do. It’s been my pleasure speaking to you. 

