SUMMARY OF THE AFRICAN REGIONAL NGO REPORT AT THE SIXTH AFRICAN REGIONAL CONFERENCE IN ADDIS ABABA

I. INTRODUCTION

This report is a result of the NGO consultations that took place at the Sixth African Regional Conference on Women (SARCW) organized by the African Centre for women (ACW) of the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) from 22 to 27 November 1999. The Consultations followed a decision to have NGOs participate as full delegates and equal partners in what, otherwise, was an inter-governmental conference.  The aim of this Conference format was to facilitate meaningful dialogue and joint discussions of critical issues and to avoid parallel meetings that lead to NGOs and Governments talking at each other.

The Consultations examined the twelve critical areas of concern of the Beijing and African Platforms of Action to assess the trends and achievements, challenges and obstacles as well as innovative ways forward into the new millennium

1. TRENDS

The Consultations noted that in the last five years there has been some progress made in the implementation of the African and Global Platforms for Action in certain areas, but at the same time there has been considerable deterioration in the situation of women.  It was also noted that, by 1998, forty countries of Africa had national plans of action or draft plans to guide the implementation of the PFA. The Consultations noted the following trends under each critical area of concern of the African Platform for Action:
2.1 WOMEN AND POVERTY/ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT
2.1.1 Women continue to constitute the majority of the poor, lacking access to resources such as land, capital, technology, water and adequate and nutritious food.  Global trade negotiations are reinforcing the marginalisation of Africa, particularly in the area of property rights, patenting of resources and knowledge.  For example, the production of the terminator seed, patenting of indigenous resources by multinational companies combined with the misappropriation and mismanagement of resources by African countries have lead to increased feminization of poverty and starvation on the continent.

2.1.2 In many parts of Africa, patrilineal and patri-focal inheritance customs have led to land in private control being in the hands of men and not women. Women’s lack of property rights relative to men is one major cause of the feminization of poverty. 

2.1.3 Poverty levels have increased as a result of mounting and constant misuse and misappropriation of resources. Governments have undertaken people-blind economic reforms without proper cushioning measures in place to protect vulnerable groups.  This has contributed to increased impoverishment of women.

2.1.4 The guidelines provided in the Platform for Action on food security have not been fully implemented by governments.  

2.2 WOMEN AND EDUCATION, TRAINING AND ACCESS TO SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

2.2.1 Although most countries have sophisticated policies that apparently address issues of gender imbalance, the gender gaps continue to exist at all levels.  In spite of the activities like increased enrolment in schools and literacy programmes, illiteracy among women continues to grow in real and concrete terms.

2.2.2 The so-called appropriate technologies have proved ineffective in reducing the drudgery of women’s work and have not added value to women’s productivity.

2.2.3 The participation of women and girls in science and technology is still very limited, and there is resistance in accepting women in what have become male-dominated fields.

2.3  WOMEN, CULTURE, THE FAMILY AND SOCIALISATION

2.3.1 Women continue to be disadvantaged by discriminatory cultural practices.  Patriarchy is still deeply entrenched in all African societies.

2.3.2 Violence against women, poverty, wars and armed conflicts have resulted in women more often leading families than men, and yet cultures continue to accord men the family leadership status.
2.3.3 Governments have not reported on substantive actions taken to reform customary laws and traditional practices that are repugnant to natural justice.
2.3.4 However, several strategies have been used to bring about change.  These include awareness raising and conscientization campaigns on harmful traditional practices and beliefs.  NGOs have been quite active in sensitization and advocacy campaigns against cultural practices that hinder the advancement of women.
2.4 WOMEN’S HEALTH AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH

2.4.1  A significant number of countries have prioritized women’s health and reproduction as an area of concern. Despite this move, the health status of women in all African countries remains an issue.  Women’s health is affected by gender bias in policies and programmes and socio-cultural practices. Decreased health spending and privatization of health care systems in many countries, without guaranteeing universal access to affordable health care, has affected the health of women and girls.

2.4.2 The HIV/AIDS pandemic has exacerbated the already vulnerable situation of women’s health. The pandemic has affected women in many ways, such as an increase in infection and increase in the demands made on women as carers. Women have less control over their sexuality due to poverty, and this makes them more vulnerable to HIV/AIDS infection. The HIV/AIDS tragedy is devastating the African continent, and women are extremely vulnerable.

2.4.3 Most countries reported having had effective awareness campaigns on prevention of HIV/AIDS, but the pandemic poses grave challenges to the implementation of all critical areas of concern and strategic objectives of the Platform for Action.

2.4.4 Some countries have forged closer partnerships with the private sector and NGOs to deliver  basic health care in both rural and urban settings, but women’s health is still given little priority in government health financing.

2.4.5 Although most countries reported the need to enhance women’s access to contraceptives, strengthening existing mother and child care facilities and special programmes for adolescents, very few countries reported on specific health needs of women such as unsafe abortion and cervical cancer screening, breast cancer, clean working environment, safe motherhood, food fortification, as well as the health aspects of gender based violence, including female genital mutilation.

2.4.6 Studies have shown that since 1995, the rates of maternal and infant mortality have risen in Africa.

2.4.7 Governments did not report on how women have been involved in designing, implementing and evaluating health reforms as expected in the PFA.
2.4.8 Major gaps exist in the life-cycle approach to health care so much that the health status of elderly women is not well addressed.
2.5 WOMEN, ENVIRONMENT AND NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
2.5.1 In Africa, there has been increased degradation and pollution of the environment, and this is an area of grave concern to women. Environmental degradation and pollution have lead to lack of clean water and food insecurity, which pose serious health risks. 

2.5.2 In the last five years there has been in increase in the formation of governmental and non-governmental structures that focus on the role of women in relation to the environment and natural resource management.  This has led to an increased awareness of the necessity to involve women in decision and programmes to preserve the environment.  Examples of actions taken include the increased participation of women in the development of alternative sources of energy and capacity building of women on the use of natural resources such as water and fuel wood in a sustainable manner.

2.5.3 Environmental Impact Assessments being carried out in relation to the rapid industrialization have not taken into account the environmental-specific impact on women’s health, social, political and cultural well being, neither are they taking into account the negative impact on women’s lives of the destruction of the environment.
2.6 There has been an increase in the number of women in decision making in some African countries.  As a result of increased awareness and profiling of women in public life, there are now some African women who are ready and willing to seek the highest decision-making positions in their countries.  Some affirmative action programmes have helped many women get into positions of decision-making in some countries. There is some demonstrable political will to support women in decision-making in countries such as South Africa, Uganda and Mozambique. 

2.6.1 Even in countries where we have high numbers of well educated, professional women who are self-empowered, the majority of these tend not to be attracted to elective politics. 

2.7 WOMEN’S LEGAL AND HUMAN RIGHTS
2.7.1 In many African countries, women are still regarded as second class citizens, minors and/or property of their husbands.  

2.7.2 Even in countries where there are progressive legislations, the Executive and/or Judiciary sustain actions and rulings, which discriminate against women.  In instances where laws and constitutions are progressive, societal attitudes and behaviours remain the same.
2.7.3 Six African countries have not ratified UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) as of 1999, 46 have ratified, one has signed and 7 have ratified with reservations. These reservations hit at the basic principles of the Convention such as non-discrimination against women and family laws. 
2.7.4 There is also the Additional Protocol on Women’s Rights to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights, which is progressive, far-reaching document.  The African Commission on Human has accepted the Draft and People’s Rights and will be passed on to the OAU for further discussion and adoption. 

2.7.5 Violence against women in Africa is on the increase.  Femicides, acid attacks, ritual murders, gang rapes, abduction, girl-child slavery, ritual rapes, military sexual slavery, cultism in tertiary institutions, trafficking in women and girls, and female genital mutilation are new and old trends.  Women in Africa still remain vulnerable to harmful traditional practices and customs, many of which expose them to risk of HIV and AIDS which has been devastating the continent.  

2.7.6 There are now universal standards which provide a framework for human  rights, liberty and freedom, which African governments have made commitments to in  many international conventions and agreements.  There is therefore no excuse for continued discrimination against women and violations of their human rights.

2.7.7 There has been some progress in getting Violence Against Women on agendas of some African governments. For example, the addendum to SADC Gender Declaration requires periodic reporting to the SADC Heads of States on actions that have been taken to eradicate violence against women and children in the countries of the sub-region. 
2.8 INVOLVEMENT OF WOMEN IN THE PEACE PROCESS
2.8.1 Africa is worse off now than it was five years ago in terms of conflict.  Several African countries are still at war.  Over 2 million Africans have lost their lives in wars and genocides over the past five years, many more are displaced as refugees, and the nature of  conflicts has changed  from inter-State to intra-State.  Conflicts have left many affected countries deeply traumatized and have resulted in violent societies, especially towards women.  

2.8.2 Wars and conflicts in Africa have made communities, especially women, more vulnerable to HIV and AIDS, has increased the number of widows and orphans, and increased the feminization of poverty.  In addition, landmines and the illicit proliferation of small arms are a huge menace and threat to security, and have killed and maimed thousands.  Impunity and crimes against humanity, especially women, have gone unpunished.  There has also been a tragic problem of thousands of child soldiers.

2.8.3 Whilst noting that there have been many regional initiatives for peace and conflict resolution, some of the initiatives to bring about peace have lacked credibility and legitimacy and have amounted to a waste of resources which could have been better used.  At the level of civil society, there has been a broad-based mobilization of women for peace throughout the continent and at all levels.  This has led to the creation of many national and regional networks on peace.  Women, in collaboration with other allies, have been actively engaged in promoting a culture of peace dialogue, mediation, peace campaigns, peace education, art and poetry, seminars and conferences, and have demonstrated courage and fortitude under extremely difficult circumstances.

2.8.4 Women have taken advantage of their enhanced roles during situations of conflict to use this as leverage during the reconstruction phase as political gains for women e.g. women in Uganda and South Africa.  In spite of this, decisions on going to war are made by male leaders, peace missions continue to be male dominated and women are absent from the negotiating table.
2.9  MAINSTREAMING OF GENDER/SEX DISAGGREGATED DATA
2.9.1 Some attempts have been made to collect gender/sex disaggregated data, but on the whole, governments have not prioritized the collection of disaggregated data.  
2.9.2 Some attempts have been made by NGOs and government to collect disaggregated data, but the sources of information themselves had no disaggregated data. 

2.9.3 In most countries programmes are set up before crucial gender/sex disaggregated data for implementation is collected.  However, some limited progress has been made.  A good example is the case of Cameroon where a new organisation has been set up to produce gender statistical data for planning purposes.
2.9.4 In spite of the efforts of civil society organisations to collect such data, the trend is to use government data which is often not necessary more reliable.  Some attempts have been made by NGOs and government to collect disaggregated data.  But the sources of information themselves had no disaggregated data. 

2.10  WOMEN, COMMUNICATION, INFORMATION AND ARTS
2.10.2 As a result of the mobilization and sensitization during the preparations for the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, there are now a number of media programmes, both electronic and print, to counter the negative attitudes to women and negative images of women that are often depicted in the media.  

2.10.3 In most countries, the participation of women in the media has increased in terms of numbers; however, they are not in decision-making positions.  Images of African women in popular culture and the media still remain discriminatory, stereotyped and backward.

2.10.4 The use of information and communication technologies has spread rapidly, but they have been confined to wealthy countries and to the rich in the less developed countries.
2.10.5 Globalization of the media has lead to dominance by giant multinational corporations that control and influence the content, production and distribution of information worldwide. As a result, the media has become a business enterprise whose main purpose is profit generation rather than providing a national service. Globalization of the media is threatening the women’s basic right to communicate which can only be fulfilled by having access to and participating in information generation and in communication.
2.11 THE GIRL CHILD
2.11.2 Almost all African countries have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child, yet there is a marked increase in the incidences and nature of the violation of the rights of children.  This is manifested through sexual abuse, trafficking, child labour, early marriage (institutionalised pedophilia) and the overall neglect of the welfare of children. The African Charter on the Welfare of the Child is still unratified by many countries

2.11.3 Although some countries have paid attention to the education of girls, negative cultural attitudes and practices and economic constraints resulting from globalization continue to militate against the education of the girl child.

2.11.4 Not many African countries have prioritized The girl child as a critical area of concern in their plans to implement the PFA., and in some countries, education statistics are not disaggregated by sex, hence the disadvantaged situation of the girl child is not adequately taken into account in national planning.

2.11.5 Due to the perceived lower status of girl children, they are denied equal access to food and health care, especially in areas of armed conflict. This threatens their well-being.

2.11.6 The girl child has become more vulnerable to HIV/AIDS, with most infections being passed on from much older men. More and more young girls are being exposed to HIV/AIDS through traditional beliefs and practices, which encourage intercourse with young girls as a cure for the disease. Girl child headed households are on the increase as AIDS orphans increase in number.

2.11.7 The girl child continues to be burdened by household chores as house holds delegate to her functions of wife and mother even when she is still in school. This exploitative and sometimes invisible use of the labour of girl children leads to deterioration of their physical and mental health. 

2.11.8 In the context of harsh economic realities, education for the girl child is not guaranteed. Very few measures have been taken to address the rights of girl children with disabilities, most of whom are denied access to education.

2.11.9  Almost all African countries ignore issues relating to minimum age of marriage, which would protect the girls’ rights to education. 

2.12   INSTITUTIONAL MECHANISMS

2.12.1 In Africa, governments have established different forms of national machineries e.g. ministries, commissions, councils.  But according to a study initiated by one NGO in eight countries in Africa, in terms of practice, these structures do not have strong political support and are not located at the highest level.  They tend not to have the necessary technical capabilities and adequate resources.

2.12.2 There is usually a lack of dialogue between the government machinery and NGOs.  Consequently, collaboration between national machineries and NGOs has been limited.  Thus the actions outlined for implementation under the African PFA have not materialized. 

2.12.3 Policies on women are usually seen as separate from the main policies of the country.  The policies themselves are also not gender sensitive enough.  Therefore there is a tendency for women’s concerns to be marginalised on both counts. 

3. OBSTACLES
The Consultations noted the following obstacles to the implementation of the PFA:

3.1 In many African countries, there is still a lack of political will to implement the commitments made at Dakar and Beijing.  Although there has been a lot of rhetoric, it has not been followed by action even where there are national or regional mechanisms for doing so.  Many African countries have ratified CEDAW and other international instruments, but have failed to integrate these into national laws.

3.2 In all countries, the entrenchment of patriarchy in customs, traditions, attitudes have led to an intensification of discrimination against women in all forms.  More brutal forms of violence and deprivation of rights confront women.  The rights that have been gained are being eroded by the rise of conservatism and fundamentalism.  Cultures are being reinvented with a male face rather than form the perspective of gender justice. 

3.3 Limited involvement of women in decision-making processes has led to the marginalisation of gender issues and increased discrimination against women at all levels.  Lack of democracy and good governance has led to corruption and mismanagement of resources. 

3.4 Governments have failed to allocate resources for the implementation of the Platform for action.  Budgetary allocations to national machineries, or to critical sectors such as education, health and agriculture have not been sensitive to gender differences. 

3.5 There has been a lack of collaboration and dialogue between governments and NGOs.  There have been some limited partnerships, but some governments have not systematically consulted  civil society on the implementation of the Platform for Action.

3.6 Apparent affiliation of national machineries to ruling political parties has reduced their capacities to effectively implement the Platforms for Action.

3.7 Macro economic policies have been fashioned in ways that undermine women’s socio-economic needs and are inconsistent with the commitments made under the PFA.

3.8 Government ministries charged with gender issues suffer from acute lack of resources, both financial and human thereby becoming inefficient in their work and have had to rely on NGOs for assistance in the implementation of the Platform for Action. 

3.9 Globalization has meant the liberalization of markets, which has led to the destruction of local markets.  Women’s enterprises, on which African communities have depended over time, have become less sustainable.  The negotiations of the World Trade Organisation have not taken into account the needs of Africa and particularly those of African women.

Some of the proposals of the Bretton Woods institutions have led to policies that deny access to resources for women and consequently to the feminization of poverty in Africa.  The requirement to charge user fees for basic social services led to denial of these services to most women since they cannot afford the fees. Globalization has led to a situation whereby Africa’s market share has shrunk further.  For example, the proposed Africa Growth and Opportunity Act makes access to the American textile market conditional on governments reducing expenditure on education and health care.

3.10 The HIV/AIDS pandemic is a major disaster for Africa and a huge obstacle to the implementation of the Dakar and Beijing Platforms for Action.  It has exacerbated the already vulnerable situation of women’s health, their status, and their ability to access their socio-economic rights.

3.11 Recurrent conflicts and outbreaks of hostilities in Africa are major obstacles to the implementation of the PFA. The diversion of resources towards conflicts has brought development to a standstill, and has led to serious abuse of women’s rights.

3.12 There is a lack of commitment to support action research by national machineries. Thus there is little facilitation of efforts to collect gender-disaggregated data. 

3.13 In many African Countries, there are no gender policies to determine what gender gaps should be bridged.  In countries where policies on gender exist, there is a lack of specific guidelines on how the policies should be implemented.

3.14 The use of low technology in many of women’s productive and reproductive activities limits their capacity to produce enough data for planning purposes. 

2. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION

3.1 WOMEN, POVERTY, FOOD, SECURITY AND ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

3.1.1 Governments are urged to engender national Budgets to ensure the equitable allocation of resources to programmes aimed at advancing the situation of women.

3.1.2 The International Community should build the capacities of NGOs in the South through making resources directly to the local level.

3.1.3 Informal sector should be supported and funds should be equally availed to both women and men.

3.1.4 The resolution of the Council of Ministers of the OAU to establish the African Women Development Bank should be implemented and the bank established as part of implementing the Beijing and African Platforms for Action.  Actors in this area will be African governments, ADB and ECA.

3.1.5 Governments should divert funds to fight feminized poverty rather than purchase arms. 

3.1.6 African governments should ensure that, prior to any international negotiation/treaty they put in place formidable teams of male and female experts from all sectors i.e. the private sector, civil society and NGOs.
3.2   EDUCATION, TRAINING, SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
3.2.1 There is need to reform the educational system to give life skills, functional literacy and to revise the school curriculum to include gender equality, human rights and democracy.

3.2.2 No less than 20% of every country’s budget should be allocated to education, with special attention to the education of women and girls.

3.3 WOMEN, CULTURE, THE FAMILY AND SOCIALISATION

3.3.1 African governments should legislate against customary laws and traditional practices that are repugnant to natural justice, and which are incompatible with the objectives of the African and Global Platforms for Action, as well as other international human rights instruments.

3.3.2 Governments should provide an enabling environment for NGOs that are involved in programmes to sensitize both women and men on the negative effects of discriminatory cultural practices and socialization processes that are incompatible with the expectations of the Platforms for Action

3.4 WOMEN, HEALTH, REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH, FAMILY PLANNING AND POPULATION
3.4.1 All African countries are urged to remove user fees for basic health care in order to enhance women’s health. 

3.4.2 The nexus issues of discriminatory laws, cultural practices and religious attitudes and their impact on women’s vulnerability to HIV/AIDS must be addressed in all countries.

3.5 WOMEN, THE ENVIRONMENT AND NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

3.5.1 African countries are strongly urged to make financial and human resources available for the involvement of women in environmental and natural resource management.

3.5.2 Governments should involve women in decision-making on all programmes on natural resource management.

3.6 WOMEN’S LEGAL AND HUMAN RIGHTS

3.6.1 All governments should harmonize national laws and constitutions in line with regional and international commitments and standards, there should be no inconsistencies. All discriminatory laws and practices against women should be eradicated.

3.6.2 All six African countries that have not ratified CEDAW should be encouraged to do so by December 2000.  Those who have ratified must show evidence of concrete steps towards implementation.  All CEDAW reservations should be withdrawn, and the optional protocol to CEDAW should be ratified when it becomes open in December 1999.  African countries should also adopt the Additional Protocol on the Rights of Women to the African Charter by the year 2001.

3.7 WOMEN IN POLITICS AND DECISION-MAKING

3.7.1 Governments are urged to increase the participation of women in key decision-making positions at national and regional level. 

3.7.2 All African constitutions should have non-discriminatory clauses, including affirmative action where necessary to enable the representation of women, people with special needs and the youth.  

3.8 WOMEN AND PEACE

3.8.1 African countries are urged to promote a culture of and respect for human rights through education, awareness raising, dealing with diversity and teaching cultural and religious tolerance.

3.8.2 NGOs should be supported through adequate resources (human, financial and technical) in order to work on early warning mechanisms and post-conflict reconstruction processes, which equally benefit women and men.

3.8.3 All African countries are urged to endorse the West African moratorium to stop the manufacture, importation and usage of small arms in order to facilitate the promotion of a culture of peace.  African countries should make the issue of landmines a priority, and programmes for the clearance of landmines in the affected areas, plus care and rehabilitation of both female and male victims.

3.9 MAINSTREAMING GENDE/SEX DISAGGREGATED DATA

3.9.1 Governments are urged to continue the implementation of gender sensitisation programmes at all levels and to include gender concepts and methods of data analysis. 

3.9.2 NGOs must include in their action plans, programmes and activities that build their capacities to collect and analyse data using gender analytical tools. 

3.9.3 Planners and administrators at all levels should be trained in the collection and analysis of statistics using the tools of gender analysis.  Officials should be trained to adopt bottom-up approaches in the collection of data for planning purposes.

3.9.4 Government, regional, bilateral and multilateral institutions should provide resources at all levels to undertake gender-sensitive research. 
3.10 WOMEN, INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION AND ARTS

3.10.1 Governments and NGOs should utilize both traditional media and the new communication technologies for wider dissemination of information for the empowerment of women.

3.10.2 Governments are urged to free the airwaves to facilitate the setting up of independent broadcasting stations that can be used for programmes of particular interest to women.

3.11 THE GIRL CHILD

3.11.1 All African Governments should ratify the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, and implement it in conjunction with the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

3.11.2 All states should legislate and put in place effective mechanism for a minimum age of 18 for marriage, which is in line with the Convention on the Right of the Child.

3.12 INSTITUTIONAL MECHANISMS

3.12.1 All African governments that have not done so should institute national gender machineries for the advancement of women through constitutional and legislative provisions for a strong mandate that enables them to have power, resources and legitimacy.

3.12.2 International agreements should be translated into national gender policy frameworks so that institutional mechanisms are strengthened to improve women’s conditions.
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