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Executive summary

This paper reviews progress made on the African continent in the area
of Women in Politics and Decision-making since the adoption of the
Dakar and Beijing Declarations. It incorporates assessments from
various sources including: the internet; official documents of the United
Nations Economic Commission for Africa/African Centre for Women
(ECA/ACW) and other organizations; minutes of meetings and reports
of workshops. It also incorporates the assessments and ideas generated
during the Sixth African Regional Conference on Women held in Addis
Ababa, Ethiopia, from 22 to 26 November, 1999.

The paper argues that progress in the political empowerment of women
has been slow. That 10 per cent of the members of legislative bodies
were women in 1995 and the figure is only around 11 per cent in 1999.
The commitments made in the Beijing Platform had two goals: To “take
measures to ensure women’s access to and full participation in power
structures and decision making” and to “increase women’s capacity to
participate in decision-making and leadership.” Various actions were
proposed achieving these goals including: governments should establish
the goal of achieving gender balance; creating a critical mass of women
leaders in strategic positions; that women should hold 50 per cent of
managerial and decision-making posts by the year 2000; that political
parties should integrate women in elective and non-elective positions;
protecting and promoting women’s equal rights with men; removing
discriminatory and prejudicial electoral systems; continuous monitoring
and regulatly evaluating progress. Also, African counttries at the regional
level commitments made through the Dakar Platform, for example, to
establish mechanisms for participation at community and society levels;
to adopt measures to improve women’s economic status; to take
affirmative action and other actions to redress imbalances; to mobilize
and sensitize men, women, NGOs, political parties, trade unions; enact
legislation on women with disabilities; and to ensure that women occupy
35 per cent of decision-making positions.

African governments then endorsed the Beijing and Dakar Platforms
which they adopted and incorporated in national action plans; they
ratified of the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW); and for some, commitments to quota systems and
affirmative action. Main international and regional organizations such
as the United Nations, the World Bank, the Organizaition of African
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Unity (OAU), African Development Bank, ECA, the Southern African
Development Community (SADC) also made commitments and
declarations for gender mainstreaming in the spirit of the Dakar and
Beijing Platforms.

The paper notes thatthe reasons for the slow progress is the magnitude
of the challenges to be addressed and these include: cultural and
traditional barriers; the persistent unequal division of labour and
responsibilities within households; civil wars and strife; women’s
inadequate education and training; lack of enforcement of quotas and
affirmative action; inadequate generation, dissemination and use of
gender research and disaggregated data; the HIV/AIDS epidemic; the
serious economic problems facing African economies; lack of political
will.

The recommendations for spurring progress include: promoting
affirmative action to develop a critical mass of women in leadership
positions; setting up a central fund to assist women who are aspiting to
political office; reviewing and challenging electoral processes and
discriminatory practices that hurt women’s aspirations to political office;
supporting women public leaders active and vibrant moves to for
technical support, information and solidarity ensuring economic
empowerment of women; changing oppressive traditional and cultural
practices; promoting alternative leadership through encouraging and
acknowledging leadership initiatives by women at all levels of society;
and conceptualizing an alternative framework for women’s leadership
such as the responsible use of power, challenging corruption and
promoting a culture of peace and non-violence. The recommendations
and lessons learnt were derived mainly from the sixth Africa Regional
Conference discussions, and included the following:

(a) That quota systems and affirmative action work best
when they are accompanied by capacity building and
are enforceable;

(b) That there is a need for strong political will and
commitment;
(©) That countries with a background of political

struggles seem to have made more progress than
those which have been fairly “stable”;
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(d) That time frames and targets must be set for
achieving equal representation and participation of
women at all levels of decision-making;

(e) That decentralization programmes have enabled
more women at the grassroots level to enter into
decision-making.
The Conference also proposed a set of indicators for assessing the
impact on women’s political empowerment of such concepts as access
to power and decision-making, participation, and transformation of
social structures and processes.
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gender mainstreaming and other ACW’s services for advancement of
women to be decentralized, thereby creating some space for the centre
to concentrate on more global issues.

7.2 Subregional level

SADC has committed resources to gender issues especially through its
gender unit and the other institutional arrangements and sectoral gender
focal points. UNIFEM, UNESCO, UNDP, United States National
Democratic Institute for International Affairs (US-NDI) and other
agencies have funded programmes on women’s empowerment but the
amounts are not easily disaggregated from their overall budgetary figures.
NGOs and international donors are contributing substantial amounts
for human and institutional capacity building in almost all the subregions
to strengthen and enhance the political empowerment of women.

7.3 National level

In general, it is difficult to assess the financial and human resources
that have been specifically allocated for the political empowerment of
women. Most countries provide only general information on funds and
personnel provided for programmes or projects for the advancement
of women, encompassing all the concerns emanating from Beijing.

According to a UNDP source in Malawi, it is difficult to disaggregate
financial resources used for empowerment and institutional mechanisms.
UNDP engages in capacity building activities (which means
empowerment by increasing the capacity of institutions to address
gender issues across the board). The overall budget for the Advancement
of Women and Gender Equality Project is $US 1.3 million. There is
also a Democracy Consolidation Project with $US 1.9 million from
UNDP alone and a Human Rights project with $US 695,000.00. Both
have gender components-not disaggregated. Altogether UNDP has at
least 5 people working on gender issues.

However, according to a government source in the Ministry of Gender,
Youth and Community Services, quite a substantial amount of money
comes through donor assistance amounting to about MK200 million,
excluding the Government’s allocation of about MK18 million and funds
of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID)
for the Quality Education programme for gitls.
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Similarly in Botswana, the Women’s Affairs Department (WAD) has
been mandated to coordinate all issues relating to women, including
equality and advancement. Few other departments have a budget
allocation for women’s programmes and therefore WAD finds itself
sponsoring most of the activities although it operates on a small and
inadequate recurrent budget of P6.6 million. In 1998 /1999 the Ministry
and the National Women’s Machinery were allocated 5 per cent and
1 per cent of the national budget, respectively. Again, it is not clear
exactly how much of the resources went into the specific theme of
women in power and decision-making. Other sponsors of women’s
programmes are the Swedish International Development Cooperation
Agency (SIDA), UNDP, and UNIFEM.

The Nigerian Country Report on the Implementation of the Beijing
Platform also shows blanket figures totaling an expenditure of up to
426,308,635.00 Naira, without breaking down what was spent on each
thematic area.

In Swaziland, the national budget allocated to gender and development
rose by 200 per cent from 1998/1999 to 1999/2000°** and such donors
as the United Nations Agencies, Development for International
Development (DFID), European Uniion (EU), the British Council and
others also render assistance.

In Ghana, the Government committed 215.4 million cedis to the
National Plan of Action (NPA) for 1996 and one billion cedis for a
rural finance scheme. Substantial resources are known to have been
channelled to the economic empowerment of women but no specific
amounts are mentioned for political empowerment.

8. Conferences/workshops and studies

8.1 Regional level

8.1.1 The Sixth African Regional Conference on
Women

The Conference took place in Addis Ababa from 22 to 26 November,
1999. Among its major contributions were lessons learned and
recommendations on indicators for measuring the impact of women in

32(p.4 National report)
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Issue

Access
(Quantitative)

Challenges

Traditional/cultural/-
stereotypical
attitudes

Social barriers for
married and single
women

The brutality,
loneliness,
machination
associated with
politics

Lack of affirmative
action

Quota system has
limitation

Lack of
commitment by
Governments

Laws are not
implemented

Lack of training for
leadership

Lack of financial
resources

Conflict situation
Not enough

attention to women
with disabilities

Recommendation

Create awareness among
different groups in populations

Increase women's participation
in local elections

Scrap all discriminatory laws and
entrench the equality clause in
all constitutions

Endorse and entrench a quota
system/mechanism in national
and political party constitutions

Review electoral systems and
adopt those most conducive to
women's participation (for
example, proportional
representation)

Political parties should adopt the
principle of equality

More women in political parties

Target youth for leadership
positions

Identify women with leadership
qualities, including those from
countries in conflict, and
disabled women, and increase
their presence in regional and
subregional fora

Establish a fund at the
international, regional and national
levels to provide women with
access to resources to stand for
political positions

Networks at the national, sub
regional and regional levels




Issue

Participation
(Qualitative)

Challenges

Traditional and
cultural values

Attitudes and
behaviours

Lack of affirmative
support

Women's multiple
roles in society

Conflict/war
situations

International
embargo

Women are not
aware of the risks
involved with
politics

Limited knowledge
and control over
parliamentary
processes

Donors do not
finance women

Women lack
confidence

Lack of training and
analytical skills for
leadership and
decision-making

Low retention of
women
parliamentarians

There is a need for
more research

Assessing Political Empowerment of women

Recommendation

Create a gender-sensitive
environment in the public sphere
e.g., accessible language,
session meeting hours, childcare
facilities

Network/linkages at the national,
subregional and regional levels

Create training centres for
women leaders

Training in analytical skills,
including media and
communication

Electoral processes should avoid
conflicts before and after polling
days

Promote inter-party caucuses
/networks between women
parliamentarians

Develop research

29
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Issue

Transformation
(Qualitative)

Challenges

Traditional/cultural
attitudes and
behaviour

Gender perspective
is not integrated

Expectation and
pressure for women
in decision-making
to act like men

Women do not use
in-power positions

Women leaders
have no
constituency

Lack of solidarity
between women

Recommendation

Effective communication and
support networks at the national,
subregional and regional levels

Establish a dialogue between
women and men leaders

Women's wings/units to revisit
their role

Promote a gender-sensitive
media

Encourage self-regulating
mechanisms in the media, to
ensure positive portrayals of
women in decision-making
positions

Interface of women politicians
and women's groups at the
grassroots level

Research patriarchy, sexual
politics and power in
contemporary Africa

Transform institutional culture,
through transformative
leadership training

Set up exchange programmes
between countries to share
experiences and best practices

Establish a dialogue between
women and men leaders

Target male politicians with
gender-awareness programmes

Women parliamentarians should
make use of the Action Plan of
the Inter-Parliamentarian Union
(IPU)

More involvement in
parliamentary processes such
as the preparation of agenda




Issue

Monitoring
National
Subregional

Regional

Challenges

Lack of resources
Lack of indicators

Lack of a regional
mechanisms

Assessing Political Empowerment of women

Recommendation

Regional and subregional
institutions should take the
challenge of monitoring, i.e.
mechanisms at the level of the OAU
and subregional institutions to
monitor the implementation of
national commitments

Monitoring electoral processes
should include registration of voters

Monitor the use of money as a
dominant factor in electoral
politics

Establish annual national review
processes, and regular
workshops and training on
review techniques

Monitor the use of national
budgets

Establish biannual sub-regional
review processes

Establish regular regional
reviews

Monitor the use of donor funds
at the international and regional
level

Allow the media to attend
parliamentary sessions to cover
debates continuously and
expose those voicing against
such women's issues such as
access to land

Develop a database on women
in leadership positions through
UNIFEM's websit

31



5 vears after Beijing

32

power and decision-making. The conference’s workshop on this theme
adopted a SADC framework for developing quantitative and qualitative
indicators, including challenges and recommendations. The framework
covers the issues of: (a) access to positions of power and decision-
making, which is a quantitative issue; (b) participation, which is
qualitative; (c) transformation, which is a qualitative issue; and the efforts
to monitor these at the national, subregional and regional levels.

Below is an extract from the conference’s workshop report regarding
indicators, challenges and lessons learned.

With regard to lessons learned, the conference noted that since the
Beijing Conference: quota systems and affirmative action have worked
best when they are accompanied by capacity building and enforceable
measures applicable to Government and all political parties; there is a
need for strong political will and commitment; countries with a
background of political struggles seem to have made more progress in
gaining access to things than those which have been fairly “stable”;
time frames and targets must be set for achieving equal representation
and participation of women at all levels of decision-making;
decentralization programmes have enabled more women at the
grassroots level to enter into decision-making.

8.1.2 African women and economic development:
Investing in our future

Another conference worth noting, whose theme was African Women
and Economic Development: Investing in Our Future, was the
international conference held during the commemoration of the 40™
anniversary of ECA from 28 April to 1 May 1998. Achieving Good
Governance: the Essential Participation of Women was one of the four
themes of the discussions and dialogue among development
stakeholders from all walks of life on the African continent.

The conference made the following strategic recommendations for the
political empowerment of women:

1. Promoting affirmative action to develop a critical
mass of women in leadership positions; Setting up
a central fund to assist women who are aspiring for
political office.



Reviewing and challenging electoral processes and
discriminatory practices that hurt women’s
aspirations to political office.

Supporting women public leaders through an active
and vibrant women’s movement to provide technical
supportt, information and solidarity.

Ensuring economic empowerment of women.

Changing oppressive traditional and cultural
practices.

Promoting alternative leadership through
encouraging and acknowledging leadership initiatives
by women at all levels of society, and conceptualizing
an alternative framework for women’s leadership
such as the responsible use of power, challenging
corruption, and promoting a culture of peace and
non-violence.

Assessing Political Empowerment of women

The conference also made some recommendations on women’s
empowerment in decentralized governance structures, as follows:

1.

Facilitating strong political will by creating awareness on gender

through training and by nurturing a dynamic women’s

movement.

Making adequate financial provisions and taking affirmative

action that ensures that women share equally with men in the

decentralized offices of power.

Monitoring by Governments of the number of women that

have been empowered by decentralized policies.

Training women and building their capacity at the grassroots

level to enable them to participate in decentralized governance

structures.

33
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8.2 Subregional level
8.2.1 SADC

The first meeting of SADC Minister for gender/women’s issues took
place in August 1997 to review the SADC Declaration on gender which
has an addendum on Prevention and Eradication of Violence Against
Women and Children — whose aim was periodic reporting of successes
and failures in the initiatives taken on this issue.

A SADC conference on the theme “Women in Politics and Decision-
making: Beyond 30% in 2005” was held in Botwsana in March 1999.
One of its major outputs was the adoption of a Regional Programme
of Action for Women in Politics and Decision-Making in SADC.

8.2.2 The African Women’s Leadership Institute
(AWLI)

Set up by the UK-based Pan-African NGO “Akina Mama wa Afrika” (
AMwA), AWLI is a contribution to the post-Beijing process. It is a
regional networking, information and training forum” targeting mostly
women in the 25-40 years age category with programmes to enhance
critical thinking on gender issues. The Forum is directly linked to
Strategic Objective G.2 of the Beijing Action Plan because it was set up
to increase the capacity of women to participate in leadership and
decision-making.

AWLI held its First Women’s Leadership Forum from 22 February to
14 March 1997. During this period, the participants (25 from across
Africa) underwent formal training sessions and took part in workshops/
lectures and other activities, including strategies for future action.

Of relevance to the political empowerment and institutional mechanism
themes were papers presented and discussions conducted on: women’s
political participation; education, youth and political empowerment;
leadership, personal empowerment and organizational development;
women’s human rights; research and representation of African women.

8.3 National level

In Malawi, the Gender Initiative Network (GIN) organized a national
forum during the commemoration of the International Women’s Day,
on 8 March 1997. A cross-section of stakeholders (totalling over 1000)
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participated in the forum and discussed how to put gender issues firmly
on the development agenda. Among the themes discussed was women
in politics. The forum noted that many obstacles prevented women
from fully participating in politics and leadership positions. These were:
women’s reluctance to present themselves as candidates; men’s reluctance
to support female candidates; women’s neglect of the ‘cause’ once elected
to leadership positions; men taking advantage of the lack of solidarity
among women to divide them; a focus on urban, ‘elite’ women and
neglecting the potential support of rural women; and marginalization
of women who refuse to succumb to the sexual advances of male bosses.

The forum also noted that, “women who come to positions of power
through the ‘back-door’ become instruments of male domination and
oppression of women — and therefore women must reject all back-
door and token offers of leadership positions®.

A number of recommendations were made to deal with such situations
including: solidarity among women and building one as other’s strengths;
pursuing the women’s cause by women at decision-making levels; seeking
out rural women and developing an understanding of legal provisions
and how to use them to advance women’s empowerment.

The Snapshot Survey of Women in Politics in Malawi (1999) gives an example
of the reality in most of Africa where women are poorly represented in
political offices, policy and decision-making positions in the public,
private and NGO sectors.

The figures for the percentages of women occupying senior positions
in various public offices were as follows: Government ministries and
departments —17 per cent; Ministries and departments at district or
local government level — 14 per cent; the Judiciary (magistrates, high
court and supreme court) — 27 per cent; the Police force — 9 per cent;
Parliament— 8 per cent (a modest 3 per cent increase from the previous
election); Chief executives of public and private companies — 7 per
cent; and Board members — 20 per cent. Out of 17 ambassadors and
high commissioners representing Malawi in the foreign service only 4
were women.

¥ (p.26 Taking Beijing Home)
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In Botswana, a consultancy was commissioned to develop a
comprehensive advocacy and social mobilization strategy for consensus
building, resource mobilization and sustained commitment for the
National Gender Programme.

In Swaziland, a UNFPA-funded consultant assisted in developing the
National Action Plan and also conducted sensitization workshops.

9. Mechanisms for monitoring
implementation

9.1 Subregional level

Vatious subregional organizations, institutions and specific projects/
programmes are now attempting to establish indicators at the macro
and micro levels to monitor effects on gender aspects and gender
benchmarks. The SADC Gender Monitor has been established by the
Southern African Research and Documentation Center to monitor
implementation of the Beijing Commitments by SADC member States.
However, a lot still needs to be done before useful indicators and
monitoring mechanisms are developed and put to effective use.

9.2 National level

To cite just a few instances at the national level, in Ghana, a gender
management system to monitor mainstreaming of gender issues in
public sector policies is being set up with assistance from the
Commonwealth Secretariat.

The macro indicators in Malawi have been established but are not yet
tully operational. Meanwhile, the National Committee for Women in
Development (NCWID) has been mandated to keep track of progress
through regular meetings and workshops. However, the Committee’s
efforts are hampered by inadequate resources and capacity. In a separate
initiative, gender-oriented NGOs are setting up their own networks
based on various themes so as to develop a coordinated system of
tracking activities, their outputs and impact.
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10. Conclusion

Evidence from most African countries shows that some progress has
been made in the area of women’s political empowerment, particularly
in terms of increased awareness of and sensitivity to women’s issues at
the various levels of society. Also, increased activity has been undertaken
in this area by a number of actors and more resources are being provided
by a growing number of institutions to ensure the economic and political
empowerment of women.

Unfortunately, it is also evident that political empowerment, however
defined, has been very slow, especially when considered in light of goals
or targets set at the national, regional and international levels. Much
still needs to be done to increase women’s representation in policy and
decision-making; to increase the knowledge, skills and dexterity of
women in powet, policy and decision-making; and to free women from
the overload of work and responsibilities so that they can pursue careers
in politics and leadership. There is also need to dismantle gender stereo-
types, negative cultural values, oppressive practices and other obstacles
that stand in the way of women’s empowerment. Much work will need
to be done to enhance institutional structures and capabilities,
institutional memory, and organizational and individual zeal to push
women’s empowerment to new heights. There is still a need to overcome
the daunting challenge of inadequate financial, human and material
resources

Inspite of these potentially discouraging setbacks, it is important to
keep track of efforts that have already been made to empower women
and to build on these efforts. At the moment, most countries lack clear
mechanisms for monitoring activities being undertaken, the amount
of financial and human resources devoted to these activities and their
impact. Furthermore, the lack of coordination between government
machineries and the NGO community in most countries further
compounds this problem and leads to duplication of efforts and
inefficiency.

Women’s empowerment requires long-term strategies. These include:
increasing basic literacy for women, especially in civic and political skills,
human rights, leadership and other functional skills to enable them to
participate in politics at the same level as men; changing laws and other
policy frameworks to facilitate women’s empowerment and participation

37



5 vears after Beijing

38

in governance structures; increasing the awareness and sensitivity of
men the vis-a-vis the roles that women already play in society and
increasing society’s acceptance of women as leaders, heads of
households and other players in the society

In the short term, political empowerment of women requires strong
networking between men and women determined to bring about the
empowerment of women. Effective advocacy and lobbying strategies™
are also needed to ensure that more women attain top decision-making
positions as a result of their skills and capacity.

* Tt is high time that Africans started to create and make effective use of lobbying
organizations of all types to push through ideas, proposals, solutions and interests in national
and international politics. Women could significantly increase their empowerment by

strategically lobbying the institutions that matter in their empowerment efforts.
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