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The National Population Commission (NPC) puts the population of women in Nigeria at 68.3 million out of 140 million citizens, with the female population contributing nearly 70 percent of the agricultural labour force. Abimbola Akosile spoke with Alhaja Raliat Daniju, Executive Director of the Ajegunle Community Project (ACP), Lagos, on gender issues and rural empowerment Excerpts: 

Challenges Facing Women Empowerment 

Women are not adequately reckoned with in the society. They form the majority of the most vulnerable groups. They need attention, encouragement and empowerment to make ends meet. 

Also, women are discriminated against, and majority of them are barely literate, because of cultural restrictions. 

Talking Gender Equality 

Gender equality is a challenge itself. Governments at all levels only pay lip service to the issue of gender equality or equity. The issue does not reach the grassroots. ACP's skills acquisition programmes serve to reach many of these women in the rural areas on empowerment. 

We want a society where women would be free from harassment, discrimination, and all forms of violence against them. We have discovered that most of the perpetrators of domestic violence are family members and people close to the victims. 

ACP Efforts on Rural Empowerment 

The organisation (ACP) has sought to promote rural women empowerment through series of workshops, practical seminars, group discussions and enlightenment programmes. 

Before the April general elections in Nigeria, women in the rural areas of Lagos were sensitised on the power of their votes and their rights as human beings. We have created awareness on human and gender rights. There was a recent training programme on skills acquisition where over 250 women came to learn catering skills. Another one on bead making is coming up this week. 

The emphasis is on focused, hardworking and committed women, who though poor can be financially empowered to start small scale enterprises to make ends meet and help their families. 

ACP found out that a lot of women are idle and poor, which push them into pre-marital and extra-marital affairs, thus the need for the skills acquisition programme. We believe that empowerment would help check these affairs and boost grassroots women's financial capabilities. 

Best Check to Domestic Violence 

In Nigeria, we practice a patriarchal social system, where the male is favoured and women marginalised. But women who are economically buoyant do not suffer all this violence as much as the poor ones. 

The best option to stop domestic violence against women in Nigeria is for the concerned women to be adequately empowered in all ways to reduced their liability tag. Financial empowerment is key to check domestic violence. 

Acquiring Survival Skills 

ACP recently organised a skills acquisition programme for women and girl-children in Ajeromi-Ifelodun and Amuwo-Odofin local government areas of Lagos State, to help the rural women. 

The programme participants were invited through faith-based organisations (FBOs) like churches and mosques who sent two representatives each. Market associations and artisans' groups were also contacted and their representatives came to attend the catering programme. 

The training was a success and the beneficiaries claimed such has never happened in their community before. We had women, girl-children, out-of-school girls, grandmothers and even under-graduates in attendance. 

Financial Empowerment Sources 

Most of the participants do not have any form of collateral to put down to secure loans to start their businesses. The only thing they had going for them was their commitment and integrity, which we tried to verify through the community leaders in the concerned areas. 

Funds to help the women start their own small-scale ventures came from the Department for International Development (DfID), Access Bank and even the Esusu banks. These organisations were approached to help those grassroots women who are committed to empowerment through hard work and struggle. 

There was a case of a woman who sells pure water and realises only N30 gain from each bag sold. After a whole day she sells four bags of pure water, making N120 which she uses to cater for her family of four children. The same woman came for the ACP catering programme and learnt the skills. Now she combines both dough-nut making and pure water sales and things have improved for her. There are several other success stories. At the end of the day, only hard-working people like the woman are considered for financial assistance. 

Collaboration with Government 

Although ACP is registered with the Ministries of Women Affairs and Youth & Sports Development in Lagos, there is only little more in terms of collaboration with the government. 

We focus on issues of gender rights, women empowerment and poverty alleviation, but we are yet to form any partnership with government organisations like the National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP). 

Greatest Challenge since Inception 

ACP came into existence in 1996 but was registered with the Corporate Affairs Commission (CAC) in 2000, and since then, the greatest challenge has been that of funding for the various activities the organisation is involved in to better the lives of women at the grassroots. 

We have several programmes but little funding from sponsors like DfID, Manos, Cordaid, Global Fund for Women, the Norwegian government and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Not much has come from the government in Nigeria. There is also the challenge of convincing the grassroots women that ACP is not out to exploit them, but to empower them. Most of them are suspicious of any fresh initiatives that does not come directly from the government. 

Priority Issues for Empowerment 

The best option for empowerment of women in the grassroots is skills acquisition. This will ensure financial independence and a better standard of living. Also adequate awareness creation and enlightenment on adult literacy for rural women will go a long way to help their situation in all aspects, and stop violence against them. 

ACP has several ongoing projects to help the grassroots women in Lagos State and we are also collaborating with the Police to help curb domestic violence against women. 

Handling Domestic Violence 

As said earlier, we work hand in hand with the Nigeria Police where necessary to bring violence offenders to book. We provide shelters for those victims of domestic violence in extreme cases. 

We counsel affected families and we try to exercise all available options before the final option of divorce. We are currently housing a badly-battered woman who suffered domestic violence from her husband. 

The organisation also has a legal aid department, where cases are handled on behalf of victims of domestic violence wherever necessary. We also follow up on rights claims for widows. 

Most importantly, ACP tries to sensitise the school kids and other students on the ill effects of domestic violence among their peers and in their families. 

There are presently anti-violence clubs in over 40 schools in Ajeromi-Ifelodun and Amuwo-Odofin Local Government Areas. 

We are also compiling cases of gender violence in schools for a data-base. Another dimension of gender violence is teenage pregnancy, on which we carry out enlightenment campaigns. As a result of this, there is a behavioural change. 

How to Realise our MDGs 

You know July 7 was the mid-point of the global quest to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by the year 2015. 

To achieve any meaningful progress on the MDG goals in Nigeria, government at all levels need to prioritise issues of water provision and sanitation. Also, issues of bad roads, power supply, poor education standard, and rural infrastructure should be addressed by the government QUOTE 2. 

The importance of health facilities cannot be over-emphasised here also. Maternity ward services should be free for pregnant women to promote health delivery to the grassroots. 
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