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ELECTIONS 2007
More women to participate in 2007 election
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As the forthcoming presidential and parliamentary election is fast approaching, the women of Sierra Leone are physically bracing themselves to participate in the 2007 election, and women who are members of various political parties are pressing their party colleagues for a thirty percent representation in the decision making process. 
To support this objective, the women’s wing of the ruling party (Sierra Leone Peoples Party, SLPP) held a two-day national women’s conference at the national secretariat of the party in Freetown on the theme, “Prospects, challenges and the way forward.”
According to Dr. Bernadette Lahai, the National Women’s Leader of the SLPP, the main aim of the conference was to map out strategies that will ensure the thirty percent inclusion of women by political parties especially the ruling party, in the democratic process and also ensure the increased awareness of women regarding their rights.
In that regard, she said women have been sidelined in politics in the past particularly during the one-party system of the APC, but noted that it is about time for the women of this country to participate and contribute positively towards the country’s democratic governance and development.
Contrary to what is happening in democratic countries, in times past, it was almost a taboo to say the least of an African woman in the traditional African setting getting involved in decision making on issues that affect their communities particularly where men played a dominant role.
This made them lag for behind their male counterparts in the areas of education, welfare and their contribution to societal development. Women were also seen mainly as mere objects or property from the male perspective, a situation that effectively reinforced their marginalization and discrimination in society.
These negatives cultural practices in some communities and societies have denied them the right to property for which they labour together with their male counterparts.
Thankfully, times have changed and women are no more relegated to the background. They are today seen instead in all spheres of national life generally as partners with their male colleagues to shape the destiny of the nation.
Women’s empowerment has therefore become imperative if they are to stand the test of time. In order to challenge and transform accepted traditional paradigms of leadership that have the capacity of keeping women from taking control of their own destinies.
Women need to have a unique training framework that will build their skills and help them to attain this high goal.
One such organization that is committed to giving women a positive image is the 50-50 Group of Sierra Leone, which was established in 1998 and was successfully launched by President Alhaji Dr. Ahmed Tejan Kabbah in November 2000. It is a nationwide organization.
Its founder and first president, Dr. Nemata Eshun-Baiden was followed by the current Minister of Health and Sanitation, Mrs. Abator Thomas, who left the Group to take up her current post with the government.
The present president of the organization is Haja Mariama Fofanah.
It is an informative and training forum designed to develop women through education and sensitization to be come critical thinkers on gender issues, organization, resources management and strategic planning.
The ultimate aim and objective of the 50-50 Group is to develop the leadership capacity and potential of young Sierra Leonean women with the aim of dedicating and committing themselves to the work of decision-making and providing not only political but moral leadership for young women in leadership positions and other sectors of life in the society.
They have conducted a serious of leadership training programmes over the years since its establishment for their members in Freetown and in almost all the provincial headquarter towns, and a lot of women, both the politically minded and the apolitical have benefited immensely from the training courses provide by the 50-50 Group including Dr. Bernadette Lahai, Hon. Haja Afastu Kabah, Zainab Bangura, Hon. Elizabeth Alpha Lavalie, Madam Isatu Bangura, to name but a few.
According to the current president of the 50-50 Group, Haja Mariama Fofanah, she believes in an alternative framework for leadership that is based on neither the acquisition of power nor its retention. Rather she believes in a feminist analysis of leadership as a process of inspiring others towards the achievement of a vision that assists in the transformation of the lives of the women of this country.
Within this context it is expected that women should be seeking the kind of leadership positions that can help them dismantle all forms of patriarchal injustice, marginalization and discrimination in society, as well as oppression at the hands of the malefolk.
The national conference of the Women’s Wing of the SLPP was very remarkable and special for the women of Sierra Leone since they broke off from their dungeon of silence in 1996. That conference was a stepping stone towards the full and active participation of women in the democratic process and the governance of the country come the 2007 elections.
Dr. Bernadette Lahai has lamented on many occasions the low percentage of women representation in parliament following the 2002 election, and has continued to urge Sierra Leonean women to stand firm this time around to ensure that “we are not sidelined by our male counterparts who, by nature, infact must be our natural partners.”
Hon. Agnes Kobba reiterated her support for the need for a thirty percent representation of women in not only the governance of Sierra Leone but also in every sector of the society, and expressed hope that with the women now aware of their constitutional rights, they women of this country are sure of achieving that objective come 2007.
The conference was a timely intervention into the national gender discussion, which aims at shaping the way forward in the preparation of a national policy on women in Sierra Leone.

