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Ada Agina-Ude is not only a gender activist but also a force to reckon with when it comes to female political participation. She spoke to CHUKWUDI OBI on the level of female political participation in the last general elections and other burning issues. Excerpts: 

ASSESS women's political participation in the last general elections? 

You know there are several levels of participation. They took part in the campaigns, attended rallies. They were very active members. Most of them expressed their aspirations. 

I will also say that quite a good number of them were picked up at the primaries though the number was not good enough for us. 

Because of the type of election we had, those that did not belong to the "annointed" party in their states did not scale through. 

Those that were lucky to belong to the opposition party lost out. At the end of the day, we gained in the senate because the number has increased. But I don't think the house of representatives was as good as it was in the last dispensation for women. We had many female deputy governors in the last dispensation, today I don't think we have much of that. 

Are you saying that you are not comfortable with the member? 

We expected that if the elections were free and fair, more women would have emerged. But I also want to say women were eliminated by their parties even at the primary level because of this constant notion that women don't win elections and also people are beginning to accept that corruption might also be responsible because party stalwarts and so called godfathers have proved that women cannot deliver on their "investments". It is now clear that some misguided Nigerians are regarding politics as investments which is why we now have godmothers and godfathers investing in elections. 

It is established that women have less tendencies to be corrupt or that where women are, anti-corruption holds sway. 

There is a fear that when the women are there, they may not make the returns they are making. You find that even at the primary level, there is a tendency to eliminate women. 

It also happened this time around because alot of women came out. They asked some of them to come down and did all sorts of manoeuvering against them just to make sure that the men emerged. 

So what are the reasons for this increase? 

The increase is very light. There is nothing significant about it. We believe that the constitution held women at that level of political participation back. That there were four women then and today there are eight women is neither here nor there. The number is small for a senate of 103. It's just a slight improvement and we don't want to attribute it to anything. 

The obstacles are still there. They are being highly re-enforced because of the desperation in politics. Rather than the obstacles facing women being eliminated, they are now being re-enforced. if really things are getting better, by now we should have at least 50 women in there and even 100 or more in the house of representative. The women are there and they came out and expressed their views to contest. 

So we are not rejoicing or over-bored that there are more women than before or start attributing factors to it. It's just that the whims and caprices of the god-fathers held sway. If it was a free and fair election, we would now start analyzing. This happened and that happened. It is not where people sat in their houses or kept police or things on the roads to select people. They had already decided in their private rooms who will not go and then unleashed terror on the people they did not want. 

So you cannot begin to analyse from that. You can only begin to analyse when it is a free and fair election. 

The only issue that magnified itself is that all the obstacles that were on the way of women have been displayed even more manipulation, selection, violence, intimidation, rigging etc. These are all the things that have been militating against the women and rather than go down, it has been magnified. 

Nigeria just elected its first female speaker. Is it a welcome development? 

We are very happy about it, and we hope that she will realize that she's making history and in addition to being a PDP member she is a woman. Apart from her political constituency. She also has what we call a social constituency and she should not forget we are happy. We are over joyed. 

To me that is the only unusual thing to talk about. Not the number because the number is poor. 

What is its significance? 

Nigeria is so unpredictable that you cannot say. By the way we were going the last time with some female deputy governors; we had about four last adminstration we hoped to have at least two female governors. 

Nigeria is so unpredictable that we cannot really say because it is Mrs Etteh who is speaker now that we would probably say that in the next dispensation, women in all the 36 states would be governors. No. Again we would not forget how the first female speaker emerged, Mrs Margareth Fitchern was impeached or something because she wanted to start fighting corruption. 

I think she was either impeached or she resigned before they impeached her. 

We would just keep our fingers crossed and hope that they allow her do her work and set a standard. We are very happy that women so far who have been given the opportunity to work in very sensitive positions have done very well. We expect the same from Mrs Etteh. If she's given the chance, we believe she'll do well. I think the first thing is to encourage more women to say oh if this person can do it she can do it. 

At the political level, you don't know what the Nigerian politicians are planning for her. 

What are your expectations from her? 

We have CEDAW pending now, there are so many people writing rubbish about what they don't understand. 

One of the members who tried to raise it. I don't know what happened. I believed Mrs Etteh should study CEDAW to realize that there is nothing promoting abortion about CEDAW There is nothing sinister about it. 

The whole idea is to help empower women and to promote women's ability to enjoy human rights. She should pursue CEDAW and also other bills that concern women and them help Nigeria generally. Let her make a marks. 

What your expectations from President Yar'Adua especially as it regards women. 

At Yar'Adua's pre-election civil society summit, he promised to give us 30 per cent. So we are waiting for that 30 per cent in his cabinet. If we can start with that and follow it up with appointments we'll appreciate it. 

The FOI Bill is still pending... 

Thank God Obasanjo said it himself that Obasanjo is not Yar'Adua and Yar'Adua is not Obasanjo. I am hoping that the so called reservation's Obasanjo had for FOI bill will not bother Yar'Adua. They said he is clean. He should also want other people to be clean. 

I think he will be promoting anti-corruption, he signs that bill. These are the things he should do so that Nigeria would forget the process that brought him in. We are not too happy in the shoddy process that brought him in. Much as people like him as a person, I have no objection to him, I have never had any encounter with him. 

He is not one of those touted to be corrupt but we also want to see that he is really sorry for the process that brought him in. Let him do something positive to say that yes he is ready to make amends by signing the FOI bill. 

Where do you go from here? 

We have not ended this particular journey. A lot of women were manipulated out you know. Some of them are going to court, others who were weeded off at the primary level are waiting to see what their parties have for them. So we are waiting and watching. 

While we are planning for 2011, we also want to see this process reach its logical conclusion. So this is an unfinished business. But I want to say that this is not the first time parties are promising women appointments and at the end of the day, they let them down. 

What do you have to say to female aspirants? 

Let me use this opportunity to tell the women aspirants that we will always be here for them. If they don't tell us their problems we will not know. Any one of them who has a problem with her party can always come and tell us so that we continue rendering assistance to them. 

We encouraged women to come out believing that the process will be free and fair. The most worrisome thing is that we don't realize how bad this election was conducted. If you don't know where you made a mistake, how can you correct it. 

If such a man (INEC boss) that we believed so much; in, I was in so many meetings where he was assuring women that it will better. In fact the first time I met him at a meeting, he was telling us about this electronic voting, system and he was so confident. Can you imagine after all that having this type of election? 

It will affect many women. Even for those of us who are promoting women, we want you to know that the system will change, before we ask women to jump out and start wasting their money and their time. 

I tell you we still have an unresolved issue and until the system an is resolved cleaned up so that everybody who is coming in will have a fair contest. 

And to the men 

I don't know who will waste time and money to contest for the elections and at the end you don't have a free and fair contest. What is the point. A lot of issues. everybody should insist that we must resolve this matter otherwise we 'll just be going on and on repeating the same bad thing and apologizing at the end of the day and giving one or two people bribe, causing confusion here and there. Then after one year everybody will forget about it. I think everybody should insist on resolving these issues whether constitutionally, whether you have to change our constitution, whether some other laws would have to be made. 

In the first place, we agree that it is wrong, so we should start doing something it and we want to see something being done immediately. If there is a delay, it means that they are not according it its deserved priority. 
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