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As President Umaru Musa Yar'Adua recently assured the nation's traditional rulers a prominent role in his administration, it is of necessity to revisit the review of the 1999 constitution which was put on hold by the past administration. 

This government should also note that there are other issues in the Constitution that needs stronger attention than that of the traditional rulers, who constitute a minor percentage of the country's 140 million population. 

According to the last census women constitute 49% of the population, which should make their issues vital and important in the nation. Therefore the proposed review of the constitution must take into account this particular statistical reality. This is so because an insight into the 1999 Constitution shows a marked exclusion of women in many aspects of its provisions. 

For instance, the 1999 Constitution was written in a masculine gender language as if there are no women in Nigerian. The use of masculine gender such as 'he', 'him', 'his', and 'himself' in referring to person in the Constitution is biased and marginalised the female gender as if they are not in existence. 

It is also evident that the constitution does not only marginalise the women but also discriminates against them. 

Whereas section 42 of the 1999 Constitution emphasises the right to freedom from discrimination either by sex or otherwise, there is a clear contradiction with section 26 (2) (a) which makes it possible for any man to confer citizenship on his foreign spouse by registration while the same right is not extended to women who have foreign spouses. 

Apart from this, the generalisation of issues of non discrimination as stated in section 42 of the Constitution, does not take into account issues of cultural and religious discriminations, which affect women. 

Gender disparity in public life especially in the political sphere has not been sufficiently addressed despite the country being signatory to several international conventions. The nature and practice of politics have not been women friendly. 

Statistics have shown that women membership of political parties was put at 5% by the 1999 party registration. This has affected the experiences and outcome of for female aspirants who won party primaries but are supplanted by their male counterparts while some have been forced to step down for male candidates in many instances. 

From 1999 - 2003, there were only 12 women out of 990 seats of the different state Houses of Assembly while there were only 9 women Chairmen in the 774 local government areas of the country. For the councillorship position, out of 8, 800 positions, there were only 143 women. 

In the period between 2003 and 2007, out of 109 senators in the country, only 4 were women. In the House of Representatives, there were only 23 women out of 360 members. 

The 2007 elections did not do much in increasing the number of women in the states and federal executive and legislative elective positions. Currently we have 9 female senators out of 109 and 27 female House of Representative members out of 360. 

This lopsidedness is what the intended constitutional reform should try to address. It is important to look into the clamour for the principle of affirmative action of 30%, which women have over the years clamoured for. 

There is need as well to look into the adoption of the principle of proportional representation which will go along way in assuaging the fears of marginalisation and domination of women and other marginalised group including opposition parties. 

On socio economic provisions, Chapter II of the 1999 Constitution must be fully looked into and addressed with a gender lens. 

There must be categorisation of the provisions to deal with specific sex and marginalised persons. It is necessary to see that section 17 (3) (f) which states that children, young persons and the aged are protected from any exploitation whatsoever, and against moral and material neglect. 

Although there are such nice provisions, it must be emphasised that women should also have particular provisions made considering the limitations which women have suffered in the access to ownership and control of productive resources in terms of land, labour skills and capital. This is also compounded by their limited participation in decision-making process. 

There are also discriminatory practices which infringe on the right to health of women and critically on the career development of women. Providing for the safeguard of the health and safety of all without adequate provision for women particularly due to their reproductive roles remains unacceptable. 

The Constitution must make governments at all level to direct their policies on education to address the lopsidedness of male over female in education. Statistics carried out show that female enrollments in schools continue to be comparatively lower than male enrollment. 

For instance, enrollment into Higher National Diploma (HND) courses show that out of the 190,898 candidates, women accounted for only 62, 543 representing just a little above 30% enrollment. This is not different at the primary and secondary school levels when the national statistics is taken. 

The proposed review must not give with one hand and take away with the other hand as can be found in section 6 (6) (c) where the Constitution ousts citizens power to challenge the abuse and non-attendance to their socio-economic rights. 

This provision to a large extent nullifies all provisions of the Constitution in Chapter II. Provision of social amenities and the economic well being of the people are left to the whims and caprices of those in government without engrained constitutional check from the people who power derives from. 

The executive, legislature, judiciary, civil society and all well meaning Nigerians are urged to support the efforts of giving the country a befitting gender-friendly constitution for the benefit of all. 
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