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This policy brief concerns women's repre-
sentation and participation in political
decision-making at local and national
level in Lesotho, and makes the case for
urgent action to achieve gender parity
at all levels of political decision-making.
The decline in women's representation in
politics since 2012 underscores the need
for urgent legislative, political party and
civil society action as pressure mounts for
the attainment of gender parity in all
areas of decision-making by 2030.

Lesotho has a mixed electoral system of
First-Past-The-Post (FPTP) and Proportional

Key facts

Voting in the 2017 elections at Malumeng Primary School, Photo: Ntolo Lekau

Representation (PR) at the national level, with a 30% quota for women in the PR seats that comprise
one third of the total. At the local level, 30% of all seats are reserved for and distributed to women
candidates on a PR basis. This has enabled Lesotho to make some progress especially at local level.
However, the proportion of women in Parliament has dropped from 25% to 23%; in Cabinet from 29%
to 9% and in Local Government and from 49% to 40% in recent elections.

This policy brief sets out options for increased representation of women in politics. The issue is of critical
importance given that:
• The country's next elections are in 2022.
• Lesotho is currently undergoing Constitutional Reform which could open the door to legislated quotas

for national and local government.
• The country has rich experience in implementing Temporary Special Measures (TSM) or quotas that

can be used with minor adaptations at both local and national level to enhance women's representation.
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Table 1: Results of the Elections
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Source: Lesotho Electoral Commission and GL computations.
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The Constitution of Lesotho gives every citizen the
right to:
a) Take part in the conduct of public affairs,

directly or through freely chosen represen-
tatives;

b) Vote or to stand for election at periodic
elections under this Constitution under a system
of universal and equal suffrage and secret
ballot;

c) Have access, on general terms of equality, to
the public service.1

The National Gender Policy (2018) was updated
in line with the 2008 SADC Protocol on Gender

and Development. It aims to take measures that
ensure that women and other marginalised groups
have equal access and full participation with
men in governance structures, leadership, political
and economic decision making.2

Key institutions for the promotion of gender parity
in elections: The Lesotho Constitution provides for
the establishment of the Independent Electoral
Commission inaugurated in 1997 in accordance
with an amendment of the Constitution in 1993
and the National Assembly Elections Order of
1992.

There are two main types of electoral systems: In
the Proportional Representation (PR), or “list
system,” citizens vote for parties that are allocated
seats in Parliament according to the percentage
of vote they receive. Individual candidates win
according to where they sit on the list. In an open
list system, voters determine where candidates
sit on the list. In a closed list system, the party
determines where candidates sit on the list. In the
constituency, or “First-Past-The-Post” (FPTP) system,
citizens vote not just for the party, but also for the
candidate who represents the party in a geo-
graphically defined constituency. As reflected in
Table 2, Lesotho has a mixed electoral system at
both local and national level but these operate
in different ways.

Constitutional provisions

Electoral system and quotas
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Mats'epo Molise-Ramakoae; Chair of the Lesotho Women Parliamentary
caucus. Photo: Gender Links

1 The Constitution of Lesotho, April 1993
2 Lesotho Gender and Development Policy 2018-2030
3 Matlosa, K. 2007. “Lesotho” in Cawthra. G., du Pisani, A and Omari, A (eds) Security and Democracy in Southern Africa.

National

Local

Table 2: Electoral systems and quotas in Lesotho

Mixed

Mixed

Level Electoral
system Quota Voluntary party quota

Law - 30% seats over and above the FPTP seats for women
only distributed on a PR basis.
Law - 30% quota for women in the PR seats that comprise
one third of the seats in the House of Assembly.

None of the political
parties have a voluntary
party quota.

National elections are based on a Mixed Member
Proportional (MMP) system adopted in 2002. This
dual ballot system allows a voter to cast two
ballots - a constituency vote and a party vote.
The party vote is used to select candidates from
a party list to make up for seats a party would
have been entitled to had constituency seats
been allocated on a proportional basis.3 The

Lesotho Parliament comprises 120 seats. Eighty
are filled on a First-Past-The-Post (FPTP) basis while
the remaining seats are distributed among parties
on a Proportional Representation (PR) system. All
political parties in the country that contest for
elections are required under the National
Assembly Electoral Act 2011 to submit 'zebra' party
lists to IEC for the PR seats: Section 47 (2) (b) states



4 Lesotho Local Government Act 1997(amended 2004)
5 2017 General Elections PISA consolidated manifestos.
6 Lesotho Coalition Agreement, August 2017
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that political parties are supposed to ensure that
they arrange candidates in terms of sex so that
after every male or female is the opposite sex in
the party list and (c) include equal numbers of
women and men. Section 30 of the National
Assembly Act of 2011 mandates political parties
registered with the IEC to facilitate the full
participation of women in all political activities
on the basis of equality. What is lacking at national
level is a quota for women in the two thirds FPTP
seats.

Lesotho introduced local elections in 2005 at a
time of heightened 50/50 activism. Initially, the
country adopted a system of reserved seats for
women on a trial basis, and on the assumption
that this would face less resistance at local than
national level.

Initially only women could contest in the 30%
constituencies reserved for women (to be rotated
for three elections). In the 2006 elections, a record
58% women won the elections - 28% elected in
the open FPTP race; and 30% through the reserved
seats.  But political parties and men who had
been prevented from standing for local elections
cried foul. Men said that the quota discriminated
against them.

A Chief who had been prevented from standing
challenged the case in the High Court. The Court
deemed the electoral law to be “justifiable
discrimination”. But political parties lobbied the
IEC to devise a more fair solution.

The IEC embarked on a study trip to Tanzania
that included members of political parties and
the Ministry of Local Government and Chieftaincy.
The country de facto adopted a mixed system

at the local level. However unlike the national
level in which PR seats are open to both women
and men, at the local level the 30% PR seats are
reserved for women i.e. the seats are distributed
to parties on a PR basis, but only for women
candidates (in addition to the seats contested
on FPTP basis).4 The Lesotho formula at local level
drew on the experience of Tanzania that has now
also been emulated at the national level in
Zimbabwe. In all these examples, countries have
adopted a mixed system to get around the
rigidities of the FPTP system when it comes to
increasing women's political representation.

Women continue to occupy low ranking positions
within political parties, or they are confined to
Women's Wings where their primary responsibilities
are to mobilise membership and support for the
party - usually on behalf of male candidates. Most
women within political parties opt to be placed
on PR lists rather than contest FPTP seats. A telling
indicator of the patriarchal attitudes that still
pervade political parties is the decline in women's
representation in FPTP seats from 28% in 2005 to
19% in 2011 to 10% in 2017.5

The third National Assembly elections in five years
in 2017 resulted in a deadlock and the formation
of a third coalition government as none of the
parties could not garner the required two thirds-
majority vote. The present coalition government
is shared between four parties namely - All Basotho
Convention (ABC), Alliance of Democrats (AD),
Basotho National Party (BNP) and Reformed
Congress of Lesotho (RCL).6

Mantabiseng Phohleli, Deputy Minister of Health demonstrating gender
principles in Maseru, October 2018. Photo: Tokelo Lefoka

Political parties

Mathabiso Moremi, Councillor from Kanana Community Council.
 Photo: Ntolo Lekau



Elections outcomes over the last two elections7
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• Negotiate with banks to offer
financial assistance on the basis of
making government as guarantor

• Empower women and youth with
entrepreneurial skills.

• Provide financial access for
women in business.

• Provide access to local and across
the board market.

Address needs of women, children,
youth and the elderly people
respectively.

Lesotho Congress for Democracy (LCD)

Democratic Congress (DC)

• There is no reference made to women
in the party manifesto.

• The only time women were mentioned
was to create business opportunity for
women.

• Mainstream 50:50 in all sectors.
• Abolish outdated laws and practices

that suppress women.
• Impose Paid Maternity Fund.

Lesotho Congress for Democracy (LCD)
aim to strengthen access to basic services
that will respond to enjoyment of funder
mental human rights.

GENDER SPECIFIC REFERENCES IN
MANIFESTOS

GENDER MAINSTREAMED IN
MANIFESTOSQUOTA

In the 2017 General Elections.
ABC indicated that the party is
aware of the alarming
unemployment rate facing
women and young.

There is a 30% quota in all its
structures. DC aim to empower
all groups of the society and
ensure that all institutions adhere
to human rights.

There is a provision of 30% seats
for women in the committees of
the party, however this is not
reflected on the representation
of women in the National
Assembly

All Basotho Convention (ABC) - leading ruling party

Table 3: Gender analysis of 2017 election manifestos

As reflected in Table 3 (an analysis of the gender
provisions in political party manifestos) these
manifestos are mostly gender blind. Parties have
not internalised or adopted the quotas provided
for in national and local legislation. ABC, the party
with the majority of parliamentary seats, only had
seven female candidates (about 9%). Out of
these candidates, three won the elections in their
constituencies. BNP, which is led by a former
Minister of Gender, had 16 female candidates
contesting for elections but none of them won.
Similarly, the newly formed AD had 15 female
candidates but none of them won.

The Lesotho Congress for Democracy (LCD) and
Democratic Congress (DC) have voluntary gender
quotas in their party manifestos. They only had six
and four women constituency candidates res-

pectively. Only four out of these 10 women won
constituency seats. This calls for more commitment
from the leaderships of these parties to ensure
that quotas are enforced.

Smaller parties had the highest proportion of
female candidates. RCL is the only woman-led
party in the country and in the coalition
government. Women in this party comprised 33
out of the 80 constituency candidates (about
41%). The party did not win any constituency seats
and managed to obtain only one PR seat. The
Marematlou Freedom Party (MFP) had 30 women
candidates and 30 male candidates. Unfor-
tunately, the party did not win any constituency
seats and obtained one PR seat, now occupied
by a man.

Source: Lesotho IEC, Gender Links computations.
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7 The Cabinet figure for the last elections is from the 2020 cabinet shuffle
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The graph tracking women's representation in
politics in Lesotho over the last three elections
shows that this has dropped in all areas except
Cabinet. In 2012 the representation of women in
the National Assembly stood at 26%. In 2015 this
dropped to 25% and in 2017 to 23%. In the 2017
elections, women won 19 out of the 40 seats (48%)
allocated under the PR system. Women only won
8 of the 69 seats under the FPTP system (12%).
Women thus won a total of 27 out of 120 seats,
compared to 30 out of 120 seats in 2015. The stark
contrast between women's performance in the
PR seats with the zebra quota (in which women
came close to achieving parity) and the FPTP
seats is a reminder of the critical role that electoral
systems and TSM play in determining women's
representation.

Women's representation in Cabinet rose from 23%
in 2012 and 2015 to 25% in 2020.  In May 2020, the

then Lesotho Prime Minister Thomas Thabane re-
signed following allegations that he murdered his
ex-wife. The new Prime Minister Moeketsi Majoro
appointed six women out of 24 ministers (25%)
including a female Minister of Police.8

The Senate comprises mostly male Principal Chiefs.
The 11 nominees appointed by the King can
include women. In 2015, the percentage of
women in the Senate increased from 21% to 33%
but dropped to 21% in 2017.

Following the decline in women's representation
in Local Government from 58% in 2005 to 49% in
20119, the proportion of women Councillors in
Lesotho decreased by a further nine percentage
points to 40% in September 2017. Lesotho Local
Government has become a textbook case study
of the possibilities and challenges created by
quotas.

During the first local elections in 2005, the country
adopted a system of reserving one third seats in
a FPTP system for women, i.e. only women could
contest these seats. In addition to the reserved
seats, women won 28% of the openly contested
seats, bringing the total to 58%. However, following
the challenge in the High Court, Lesotho opted
for the “Tanzania model” (later adopted also in
Zimbabwe at the national level). In this mixed
system, 30% of council seats are allocated for
women only to parties in proportion to their
percentage of the vote in the elections, i.e. on a
PR basis. In 2011, in addition to these PR seats
women won 19% of the FPTP seats; a lower
percentage than before, possibly because the
first system had been so unpopular.Public gathering at Siloe Council in 2018. Photo: Ntolo Lekau

8 Gender Links computations
9 Commonwealth Local Government Forum,2017/8 Country Profile-www.clgf.org.uk/lesotho
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510
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Table 4: 2017 Lesotho Local Government Election Results

Table 4  shows that in 2017 women won 196 out
of the 931 FPTP seats, giving them 21% of these
seats (slightly higher than the 19% in 2011). The
314 additional seats reserved for women on a PR
basis is one third of the number of FPTP seats.

Chiefs are not elected by ordinary members of
Lesotho society. They are nominated by their
peers and voted for by fellow traditional leaders.
Women constituted only 30% of this category. In
all, 1394 Councillors were elected in the
September 2017 polls (FPTP seats, special PR seats
for women and elected chiefs). Of these 555 were
women: 40% of the total.



Lesotho's great advantage is having a mixed
system both at national and local level. As neither
the FPTP nor the PR systems are perfect, the
advantage of a mixed system is that it seeks to
maximise the advantages of the two systems.

However, as illustrated in Table 5, modifications
are needed at both levels to produce optimum
results. Preferably these should be haromised at
the two levels.

Options for increasing women's representation
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National

Local

Level Existing Proposed

Table 5: Options for increasing women's representation at the local level

30% seats PR with zebra quota; 70% FPTP no quota

30% seats reserved for women on PR basis; 70% FPTP no quota

30% (or 50%) PR; 70% (or 50%) FPTP

both with gender parity quota

At the national level the zebra quota for women
is working well in the PR seats. However, these
only constitute one third of the total. One option
is to seek to increase the proportion of PR seats.
Another (and the two options are not mutually
exclusive) is to extend the parity rule to the FPTP
seats as well. This is entirely consistent with
constitutional and legislative provisions for gender
equality. Unlike the closed list PR system in which
a quota is guaranteed to produce the desired
result, this is not the case with FPTP seats as women
candidates may not necessarily win their seats.
Indeed the tendency is for political parties to field
male candidates in “safe” seats. However, having
the gender parity principle for all candidates
regardless of the system makes sense. The
expectation is that the more women candidates
are fielded, the more likely they are to succeed.
This is especially so if such measures are accom-
panied by political party ownership; lobbying,
advocacy and capacity building.

At the local level the system of reserving seats in
the FPTP system has been replaced by a system
of reserved PR seats. Although reserved PR seats
are less contested than reserved FPTP seats (in
which male contestants are excluded from
contesting) seat reservation of any kind presents
challenges. In this case, women elected through
the PR seats are seen as inferior to those who
contest the FPTP seats. Also, the fact that Lesotho
has experienced a reduction in women coming
in on the FPTP seats suggests that the theory
behind this - that women in the PR seats will
“graduate” to FPTP - is not working.

A better solution may be to have a haromonised
system at national and local level. Both would
have 30% (or preferably 50%) PR seats. The parity

principle would be applied to candidates for both
the PR and FPTP seats. This would be accom-
panied by lobbying, advocacy and capacity
building to ensure that women candidates
succeed both in the PR and FPTP seats

General provisions: National Assembly Electoral
Act No 1(2011), Section 5(1) stipulates that a
citizen of Lesotho who has attained the age of
18 qualifies to register as an elector and such
person is entitled to contest if willing to.10 This act
enforces the Lesotho's constitution section 20(1),
which states that every citizen has the Right to
participate in government by voting or to stand
for election at periodic elections. However, these
acts have contradicted with Laws of Lerotholi,
which restrain women from participating in
governance in particular during the time of
mourning for their husbands. The conflict in laws
and traditional practices often hinders women
to participate fully in elections.

Independent candidates: Both the National
Assembly and Local Government Election Act
cater for independent candidates respectively.
Both Acts also give women advantage as there
are special provisions made for them. The National
Assembly Electoral Act No 1(2011), section 47(2)
states that the proportional representation should
have equal number of women and men and
such party list should be arranged in order of
preference. Local Government Election Act states
that One-third of the seats in each community/
urban/municipal council are reserved for women.
They are referred to as Special Seats for women
and are shared among political parties based on
proportional representation.

Electoral laws

10 National Assembly Electoral Act , 2011



Eligibility: Candidates qualify to contest provided
they are registered as an Elector as per Section
40(1) of the National Assembly Electoral Act of
2011. Such candidate should also be able to
speak, read and write both Sesotho and English.
Such candidate should also not be a public
servant and should not have a criminal record.
In as much as women are not well represented
in both the National Assembly and at Local
Councils, they always meet these requirements
as the 2016 Population and Housing Census
revealed that most women have basic education
as opposed to men.11

Section 70 of the National Assembly Electoral Act
(2011) stipulate the following with regard to
funding of political parties:
• Parties have right to seek funding from any

person or organisation in and out of Lesotho.
• Parties will only get funding provided they

participated in the last elections and such
funding will be allocated based on the number
of votes gained.

• Newly established parties are given funding on
threshold required by commission while regis-
tering.

Women are scarce in the National Executive
Committees of parties. This compromises their
access to party funding since in most cases, the
fund benefits members of the executive
committee. The funding is also not easily available
for individual candidates as most of this funding
is used to cater for rallies addressed by the leader.

The Lesotho Constitution provides for the estab-
lishment of the Independent Electoral Commission
(IEC) whose mandate is to ensure that elections
to the National Assembly and Local Authorities
are held regularly and that every election or
referendum held is free and fair. The IEC was
established in 1997 in accordance to amendment
of the Constitution in 1993 and the National
Assembly Elections Order of 1992.  The IEC has
delivered six National Assembly elections and
three Local Government elections since its
establishment in 1997. The National Assembly
elections were in 1998, 2002, 2007, 2012, 2015 and

2017 and Local Government elections were in
2005, 2011 and 2017.

Other duties of the IEC are to:
• Organise, conduct and supervise, in an impartial

and independent manner, elections to the
National Assembly and referenda under the
provisions of the Constitution and any other law.

• Compile a general register of electors and
constituency registers of electors for the several
constituencies and to maintain such registers
up to date.

• Ascertain, publish and declare the results of
elections.

• Promote knowledge of sound democratic
electoral processes.

• Register political parties
• Adjudicate complaints of alleged irregularities

in any aspect of the electoral or referendum
process at any stage other than in an election
petition.

• Perform such other functions as may be
prescribed by under any law enacted by
Parliament.

The IEC has played a crucial role in building co-
operation and trust among the different political
stakeholders and groups in Lesotho since the
events after the 1998 elections. It forms a trans-
parent process of consultation and accordingly,
also formed working committees that enabled
active participation by different political parties
and stakeholders. Issues of concern are dealt with
through this consultative and participative
process.

Composition of the Commission: The IEC consists
of Chairperson and two other Members who are
appointed by the King acting in accordance with
the advice of the Council of State. The persons
appointed as Members of the IEC shall be of high
moral character and proven integrity and should
qualify to hold a high judicial office or should
possess considerable experience and demon-
strate competences in the administration of public
office. As reflected in Table 6, the IEC comprises
two men (67%) and one woman (33%). The Chair-
person is a man.

Campaign Finance

Independent Electoral
Commission (IEC)

7
11 Population and housing Census, 2016 Local Government voting in Thaba Tseka, 2017. Photo: Ntolo Lekau
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Voter enrolment and
education

Chairperson

Commissioners

Women Men

Table 6: Lesotho IEC Top Leadership Composition

1

1

1

Position
Gender composition

The IEC, with the support of the GIZ and UNDP
have mounted voter education campaigns in
partnership with civil society organisations. This
has increased the voter turnout to 47% during the
last general election. Women's rights organisations
such as Women and Law in Southern Africa
(WLSA), Lesotho Federation of Female Lawyers
(FIDA) and Lesotho Council of Women conduct
focus group discussion with women to ensure
gender responsive voter education.

There is potential for VAWIE at every stage of the
elections. The IEC has developed a Code of
Conduct that all political parties are obliged to
follow. Under the Code, political parties are to
avoid violence at all costs at their rallies. If violence
occurs at a political rally, the IEC tribunal has the
mandate to intervene and may even suspend
such a party from participating in elections. The
selection of parties and campaigns often happens
in a non-violent environment. On Election Day,
the polling stations always have police and police
assistants to ensure that voting occurs in a free
and fair manner in a conducive environment. The
media is prohibited from making utterances that
may lead to violence and media personnel at
the voting stations are protected by the police
and police assistants.

Non State Actors, in particular civil society
organisations, signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) in 2006 through the Lesotho
Council of NGOs (LCN).The rationale of the MOU
was for the two entities to work together in

promoting civic and voter electoral education
with the aim of increasing voter participation in
both national and local elections. Since then,
various NGOs through the LCN have conducted
voter education and observed elections. Gender
Links (GL) and Women in Law Southern Africa
(WLSA) have trained women in Local Government
and parliamentary candidates ahead of the
elections. GL has conducted gender audits of
the elections and prepared this policy brief to
assist in giving strategic impetus to future efforts.
GL has also showcased Lesotho's efforts to
increase women's participation through the
various approaches to quotas in the Southern
Africa Gender Protocol Alliance Barometer, an
in numerous SADC forums.

Women's rights organisations in Lesotho need to
accelerate campaigns on attitudes, culture and
beliefs are still a major challenge for women's
authority within decision-making positions. Despite
women predominating as members of political
parties, men predominate as leaders. Women
who campaign to be elected are usually faced
with verbal abuse by both women and men.

The Lesotho Constitution promotes the right of all
people to freedom of expression. The 2015 Gender
and Media Progress Study (GMPS) found that in
Lesotho women, who comprise over half the

Violence against Women in
Elections (VAWIE)

Civil society

Participants at a  Lesotho Women Parliamentary Caucus training workshop
in Maseru, October 2018. Photo: Tokelo Lefoka

Role of the Media



Electoral reform: Lobby for electoral reform at
national and local levels to ensure that both have
a mixed system (preferably with at least half PR
seats) and a candidate quota of 50% for both
FPTP and PR seats. There should also be a quota
for women chiefs that are elected to the councils.
The Government must ensure the effective imple-
mentation of the PR quota at Local Government
by decentralising powers and giving local councils
executive powers.

Political parties: Work with political parties to
adopt 50% candidate quotas for both PR and
FPTP seats. There is a tendency by parties to field
male candidates for the FPTP seats, with women
only being given the opportunity in the PR seats.
Political parties need to embed gender parity in
all their policies and practices. This includes in
internal party structures.

Gender responsive conduct of elections: The IEC,
that has played a critical role in advocating for

gender quotas, needs to adopt a gender policy
of its own and ensure sex disaggregated data on
Commissioners, staff; voters; voter education and
election outcomes. Civil society can work with
the IEC to collate and present sex disaggregated
gender statistics for all elections in Lesotho. The
IEC may conduct study visits to the South Africa
IEC for shared learning on how this is done ahead
of the next elections. The IEC is also well poised
to drive further amendments to electoral laws to
increase women's participation at national and
local level in the run up to the 2022 elections.

Public education and awareness: There is need
to remove formal and informal barriers to women's
political participation. More civic education is
needed on women and men's equal participation
in politics and decision-making ahead of 2022
elections. Women in office need to be em-
powered to be effective change agents. They
need to work with media houses to make sure
the “every voice counts” in the coming elections.

Conclusions and Recommendations

www.genderlinks.org.za

Gender Links Lesotho, LNDC Kingsway Mall, Block C, Development House,
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population, constituted a mere 21% of sources
overall, and 7% of sources in the political topic
category. The study finds that:
• The views of women candidates are often not

profiled and are often trivialised.
• Male spokespersons of political parties dominate

the views and views from women voters are
seldom canvassed.

Bokamoso FM Presenter Lintle Ramatla during an interview.
Photo courtesy of Bokamoso FM


