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Many people study at Trent out of a 
desire to make the world a better place, 
but few graduates have done so as 
energetically as Fiona Sampson ’87, 
the executive director of the non-profit 
organization The Equality Effect.
Fiona received her M.A. through Trent’s 
Canadian Heritage Studies program 
(currently the Canadian 
and Indigenous Studies 
M.A.), where she wrote 
her thesis on Ontario’s 
laws and policies 
regarding First Nations 
Peoples. Afterwards, she 
completed a Ph.D. in 
women’s equality law at 
Osgoode Hall. Through Osgoode Hall 
she met three other lawyers—Winifred 
Kamau, Elizabeth Archampong, and 
Seodi White. 
 Together, these four founded 
The Equality Effect, a non-profit 
organization focussed on promoting 
and enforcing women’s rights in Africa, 
especially the criminalization of marital 
rape (using Canadian law as a model). 
Fiona is quick to mention that marital 
rape was outlawed in Canada itself only 
30 years ago.
 The Equality Effect benefits 
greatly from the partnership of these 
four women. Since they all come from 
Commonwealth countries—Canada, 
Kenya, Ghana, and Malawi, respectively 
—that share similar legal legacies, 
adapting legal frameworks to each 
country wasn’t as difficult a task as it 
would first seem. As well, operating in 
Malawi, Kenya, and Ghana means that 
its efforts are spread across the African 
continent.

 The organization has successfully 
completed many projects promoting 
women’s equality, but the most recent 
one—and the highest-profile one to 
date—is the “160 Girls” project, aimed 
at protecting young girls from rape in 
Kenya. The Equality Effect was already 
working on criminalizing marital rape 

in several African 
countries when Fiona 
encountered a woman 
who ran a rape shelter 
for young girls in Kenya. 
Despite the fact that 
rape is illegal there, the 
law is poorly enforced. 
The counsellor was 

drained from trying to help so many 
girls, and wanted to find a way to 
reduce the incidence of rape. 
 The Equality Effect agreed to 
represent these girls at trial and soon 
hit upon a radical argument to take 
to Kenya’s courts: the police, due to 
their failure to enforce existing laws 
regarding rape, were just as responsible 
for rape as the girls’ rapists were.
 On May 27th, 
2013, the Kenyan High 
Court announced 
that it sided with 
Fiona’s argument and 
stated that police 
failure to investigate 
accusations, or bring 
perpetrators to justice, was an abuse 
of human rights. This announcement 
represented a high-water mark for girls’ 
rights internationally, and is already 
being referred to in court cases by 
other lawyers in Kenya and abroad. 
With this legal ruling in place, the 
Kenyan government now has 3 months 

to implement new laws to ensure the 
safety of young girls, or else it will risk 
being taken to court again.
 The Equality Effect intends to 
advance the same legal argument 
regarding violence against girls in 
Malawi and Ghana. In particular, 
in Malawi, a girl has to provide 
corroborative evidence (usually a 
witness) if she accuses a man of 
rape. Fiona plans to argue that this 
requirement is against Malawi’s 
constitution.
 The “160 Girls” project is not the 
only thing that Fiona’s organization is 
working on, however. Perhaps an even 
greater undertaking is the “3 to Be 
Free” project, which aims to criminalize 
marital rape in all three countries within 
three years.
 This goal will be a challenge in 
several ways. Not only does it depend 
upon enforcement, but also on research 
and public education. To be successful 
in court, The Equality Effect will need 
to be well-versed in the laws of each 
country, regional jurisprudence, and 

international law. It will also 
need a strong knowledge of 
Canadian law, as Canada is 
seen as being an international 
leader in women’s rights law.
 The Equality Effect 
relies on a huge team of 
volunteers to do the legal 

research necessary to argue its cases in 
court—Fiona estimates that 1.5 million 
pro bono hours are donated every year 
towards the organization’s goals. 
Lawyers aren’t the only ones who 
help the organization out, however; 
fundraising is also an important 
volunteer activity that takes a variety of 
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forms. Aside from the fundraising drives 
and concerts that are typical in this 
field, there are also some more unusual 
funding efforts. Two women plan to 
raise money by climbing Mt. Kilimanjaro.  
There are also artists who donate 
proceeds from their sales towards the 
organization.
 Because The Equality Effect relies 
so heavily on volunteers, Fiona’s 
workday is a varied one: she connects 
with donors and funders, gives feedback 
and direction to the lawyers and 
volunteers who help out on projects, 
and collaborates with artists and 
journalists to tell the organization’s 
story in a compelling, “non-legal” way. 
This is on top of the fact that many of 
the people she works with are several 
time zones away.

 Although this work is demanding, 
Fiona doesn’t think of it as “work” at all. 
In fact, she can’t see herself doing 
anything else —she thinks of it as being 
all-consuming, like love. What drives her 
is a passion for social justice, and since 
the recent ruling in Kenya affects 
10 million young girls, she sees the wide 
scope of The Equality Effect’s work as an 
effective form of empowerment.
 However, The Equality Effect is not 
her only focus. Fiona is also part of the 
Ontario Human Rights Commission. As 
part of the Commission, she is able to 
monitor changes in domestic law, which 
helps her stay informed as she continues 
her advocacy abroad. Her family is also 
an important part of her life. In the 

near future, after returning from a trip 
to Malawi in August 2013, she plans to 
spend the summer canoeing in northern 
Canada with her spouse Mark Hodnett 
’90 and daughter, Maureen. 
 In general, Fiona credits much 
to her time at Trent, such as her focus 
on social justice and her love of the 
Canadian wilderness. With her work 
for The Equality Effect, and her shared 
attempts to raise awareness, she’s 
lighting the way towards a more just and 
equitable future. ❖

To learn more about  
The Equality Effect, please visit 
www.theequalityeffect.org. 
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