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Gender and governance

E
quality is central to citizenship, democracy and governance. Yet

women continue to be under - represented in all areas of decision-

making and their voices among the least heard on political and

economic issues. 

In September 1997, Southern African Development Community (SADC)

Heads of State signed a Declaration on Gender and Development in which

they committed their countries to achieving at least a thirty percent

representation by women I all areas of decision-making by 2005.

GL has worked closely with the SADC Gender Unit and the SADC

Parliamentary Forum in tracking these changes through research on

women’s political participation, as well as helping to develop a Resource Kit

for SADC Decision Makers.

Ringing up the changes 
In 2002/2003, GL conducted the first ever qualitative research on the

impact of women in politics in Southern Africa, with a particular emphasis on

countries that have achieved the thirty percent target in political decision-

making. Head of the new Pan African Parliament Gertrude Mongella wrote the

foreword to the study, entitled Ringing up the Changes: Gender in Southern

African Politics.  This study found that where women are represented in

substantial strengths, and work in politically enabling environments, they

make a qualitative difference to governance. This difference is measured in

institutional culture, laws, policies, services, and the empowerment of women

and changing attitudes of men. 

Launches 
The book has been launched in seven Southern African countries: South

Africa, Lesotho, Mauritius, Seychelles, Malawi, Botswana and Namibia; two

East African Countries (Uganda and Kenya) as well as at the United Nations,

the World Bank, and at Cornell University in the USA.

The media link
During 2004 and 2005, the SADC target for achieving thirty percent

women in all areas of decision- making, there will have been at least nine

elections in SADC countries.  

In each of these countries, GL is conducting training on Gender,

Elections and the Media, mostly through newsroom training and the

creation of a virtual Gender and Elections Resource Centre.  

The training forms part of the National Action Plans to follow up on the

GMBS in many countries. Because of the massive media attention 

that elections receive, and their emphasis on equality, fairness, “giving voice

to the voiceless” and citizenship, elections lend themselves to practical

initiatives to redress gender imbalance in media coverage. 
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Gender Links visits Cornell University
In early 2004, the Executive Director of Gender Links,
Colleen Lowe-Morna and Programme Officer Ayanda  Bekwa
presented  the Gender Links Study: Ringing Up the Changes:
Gender in Southern African Politics, to a Cornell audience.
The presentation was sponsored by Cornell’s Institute for
African Development and co-sponsored by the Cornell
University Department of Government, and Cornell’s Gender
and Global Change Programme. The presentation generated
a lively and informative discussion. Many of the participants
felt that Gender Links had produced an excellent report that
would help to inform the debate on the participation of
women in governance and decision-making. One participant
remarked: “This was an excellent seminar. The
presentations clarified a lot of issues and I have leant a lot
from the discussions and I can use what I learnt in my
work.”  

Professor Muna Ndulo,
Head of the Institute for African Development, Cornell University,
and GL Board member.

Pregs Govender, former MP, South Africa.
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The first such training began in South Africa in February ahead of the

April elections. Similar workshops were scheduled in 2004 for Malawi,

Mozambique, Botswana and Namibia. A preliminary assessment shows a

tremendous improvement in the quantity and quality of coverage on women

as candidates and voters in elections; gender issues in campaigns; and the

extent to which gender has become one of the measures of accountability in

elections.

Communications for women in politics
The in-country and in-house training includes hands-on strategies for

women politicians to access, build relationships with, and improve their

media profile. GL, in partnership with the SADC PF, intends to build on these

initial contacts and relationships to develop extended capacity building and

support programmes for women in politics. 

Local government
Specifically, as a result of the

finding in the study that women in

local government are the most

disadvantaged, GL is starting a pilot

project with the City of

Johannesburg, with which it has co-

hosted a number of high profile

events on gender issues, to empower

women councilors.

Future priorities
� Advising East African partners on a study on the impact of women n politics in East Africa.

� Assessment of SADC progress at the end of 2005.

� Working with SADC GU and SADC PF on communications modules/ training for women in politics.

� Extending the local government pilot project.

� Gender, elections and media training in all countries having elections in 2004/2005.

“The advocacy
programme of Gender
Links illustrates the
important part this
group plays in
encouraging the spread
of knowledge and
information about the
development of
representative politics
and its significance in
improving the lives of
women, and therefore
the community, in
Southern Africa. The
group’s publications,
such as the marathon
work Ringing Up the
Change, provide much-
needed resource material
in voicing the concerns of
women.”Doris Ravenhill
Chairperson of The Women’s
Lobby

“Gender Links has
had an impact in the
SADC Region especially
with regard to the
inclusion on women in
decision-making
positions (Cabinet,
Parliament etc). A case
in point is Swaziland and
South Africa. The role of
GL in the sensitisation of
media practitioners has
influenced the decision-
makers to think twice
when appointing people
into public office.”Maxwell Mthembu
University of Swaziland

A Namibian student interviews a woman politician in her country.
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Ringing up the changes at home
By Ruth Ansah Ayisi
GL board member and independent writer

Gender was very much on the tip of people’s tongues when I carried out research in Mozambique, as

part of the regional research, on the impact of women in decision-making.   

The 23 MPs and 4 members of cabinet whom I interviewed had diverse views and experiences despite

the fact that all, in principle, accepted that both women and men should be in politics and had something

to contribute. Indeed, with thirty percent women in parliament, Mozambique has one of the highest

representations of women in parliament. The ruling Frelimo party has adopted quotas for women in politics.

I undertook the research at the time that the “Family Bill” was about to be passed through Parliament.

A huge debate was raging amongst politicians, advocacy groups and in the communities on four contentious

issues namely, polygamy, who should be the head of the family (could it ever possibly be a woman) and the legal age of marriage  (could it be

different for boys and girls?)

In parliament some of the MPs, notably from the opposition, said that the Family Bill threatened to undermine Mozambican culture and

tradition.  The draft legislation had been debated all over the country for 10 years.

Salomé Moîne, a 52-year-old FRELIMO MP said that when she first became a political activist in 1974, she was naïve about how some

women had come to accept certain customs that she sees as being against the advancement of women. She says now, and what these debates

on the Family Bill have made clear,  is that one cannot just impose ideas on people. They have to be empowered, receive education and come

to their own conclusions.

Finally, the Family Act was passed, with some issues not resolved. But the major breakthrough after years of debate was that the Act

recognizes all forms of monogamous marriage –civil, religious and traditional; including “de-facto unions” (couples who have been living

together for at least a year, but who are not formally married.)

However, despite the fact that there was a gender buzz in the air, pinning down politicians to interview did not prove to be easy. They were

on the move all the time, in party functions, in their constituencies (that can mean over 1000 kilometres away) or giving lectures at the

university and doing other extra jobs to supplement their relatively meagre incomes. 

One vibrant long-standing FRELIMO M.P, Filipa Cossa, who besides all her political activity, was also studying law at the university, joked

that one of her lecturers calls her Aunty Filipa in class. Despite her busy schedule, she was enthusiastic to talk and give me all the time I needed.

Indeed, when I did actually catch up with the politicians, it was worth it. They were mostly open, informal and willing to talk whatever

their views. I interviewed them in all kinds of settings:  some in parliament, one in a local café in a bustling part of the city opposite the central

market, another in hotel for a Saturday brunch, and some in their homes, where we had coffee. Both the women and the men made me very

welcome.

It was especially refreshing to talk to male politicians who did not brush aside the subject of gender. Mozambique’s Minister of Youth and

Sport, Joel Libombo, welcomed the research. Although acknowledging that barriers still need to be broken down to allow for more participation

by women in all spheres, he said that Mozambican women have

surpassed the men in sport despite all the disadvantages. “Their (the

women) shining in sport has just been natural.” He took great pride in

that.

He also talked with pride about his own mother who was only 15

years old when he was born: “She dropped out of school but returned

to study in her thirties.”

For me, it was these sorts of stories that made the research more

meaningful, when I felt that those being interviewed were talking from

the heart: not just giving the “politically”” correct answer. This is the

beauty of Ringing up the Changes. As we say in the introduction, what

is most authentic about this study is that its conclusions are based on

“lived experience.”  No academic theories can take that away from this

groundbreaking piece of work.
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