BREAKING THE BARRIERS TO EXPAND FEMALE PARTICIPATION IN THE 2007 ELECTIONS AND BEYOND
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Founder and First President of the 50/50 Group of Sierra Leone
The forthcoming 2007 parliamentary and presidential elections will mark a significant milestone in the history of elections in Sierra Leone and, in particular, women’s participation in the political process. 

To enhance the chances of success for women in the next elections, the 50-50 Group of Sierra Leone – a credible non-partisan advocacy movement seeking to advance the cause of women’s political emancipation – is devising strategies for increasing the number of women in elective posts in 2007. The Group is deeply concerned about the following:

· The systematic exclusion of women from the exercise of power, thus militating against the interest of over half the population 

· The gross under –representation of women in the political life of Sierra Leone and their   poor performance in recent elections

· Efforts to mobilize women in the past have always been late 

· Although Sierra Leonean women are sensitized to the extent that they are active participants in political activities, their high political awareness has not translated into a high level of involvement in public decision making 

· Women form the majority of voters at elections. They are present in their numbers at campaigns and rallies as supporters and entertainers and “asoebi” wearers but they can hardly be termed cardholders or registered members of political parties. Too few of them hold party posts. 

Assessing Levels of Political Participation

The Milbraiths Model (1965) was designed to determine the levels of political participation of party members in descending order as follows:

· Holding party and public office 

· Being a candidate for office 

· Soliciting political funds 

· Attending a caucus or strategy meeting 

· Becoming an active meeting member of a party 

· Contributing time to political campaigns 

· Attending political meeting or rally 

· Monetary contributions to a party or candidate 

· Contacting a public or party official 

· Wearing party button or stickers 

· Attempting to persuade others to vote in a certain way 

· Voting 

· Exposing oneself to political stimuli 

From the above model it is obvious that Sierra Leonean women, even though politically active, are mainly at the levels of exposure and voting. This is evident in the number of women winning elections and who have held elective positions since independence. 

Women’s Performance in Elections since Independence 

Historically women have had a long traditional of participation in political and public life that even predates independence. In the Colonial period, a few women served in the colonial administration. In 1954, however, Mabel Dove, a founding member of the Sierra Leone Women’s movement, became the first woman in West Africa to be elected to the then legislative council. 

In the 1957, four years before independence in 1961, four women contested the general elections under the auspices of the SLPP and they won two seats in the colony. The same 1957 elections saw the first and eventually the only woman to become a Member of Parliament at that time in the person of Paramount Chief Madam Ella Koblo Gulama of Kaiyamba Chiefdom in the Moyamba District. She also became the first female Minister (without portfolio) to represent only the Paramount Chiefs in her district. 

The following year (1958), Constance A. Cummings-John became the first woman in British West Africa to contest and win a Municipal election and in 1961 she became Mayor of the Freetown Municipality, the first woman in British West Africa to hold that position. 

In the immediate post independent era (1961-1968) only one woman (Paramount Chief Madam Ella Koblo Gulama) held an elective position. The same trend continued under the one party rule of the APC’s Siaka Stevens and later Joseph Saidu Momoh. In the said period (1968-1992) only 4 women (Hon Madam Ella Koblo Gulama, Hon. PC Honoria Bailor-Caulker, Hon. Emma Claye-Simbo and Hon. Amy Hawa Kallon) served in government. 

During the NPRC Regime of Captain Valentine Strasser, only one woman, Christiana Thorpe served as Secretary Of State for Education.

In the 1996 Presidential and parliamentary elections there was only one female presidential aspirant, Jeredine S. Williams. She however withdrew her candidature before the polls. That year, only 5 women won seats in parliament out of 80 parliamentary seats. Of the 25 cabinet ministers, only 2 were women; similarly, there were only 2 female deputy ministers out of the 20 deputy ministers that were appointed. 

In the 2002 presidential and parliamentary elections women constituted 49.6% of the total number of registered voters. As in 1996, there was only one woman presidential aspirant, Zainab Bangura out of 8 aspirants. However her party, MOP could not win enough votes to gain a seat in parliament. Probably it is because of the emergence of the 50/50 Group that there were were two women presidential running mates.
In the current parliament, women constitute just 14.5% of all parliamentarians. The current Government has 21 cabinet ministers and 10 deputy ministers. Women hold 3 cabinet minister positions viz.: Trade and Industry, Health and Sanitation and Social Welfare, Gender and Children’s Affairs, and 3 deputy minister positions.

At the local government level, women constituted 47%of the total number of registered voters for the Local Government elections of May 2004. 107 women contested (9.6%) and 52 were elected (11.18%) as against 423 elected men. Of the 19 Councils, only one woman is serving as Chair while there are 2 serving as Deputy Chairs. 

In the paramount chieftaincy elections of 2004, 149 positions were contested for but only 11 women, representing 7.4% were elected.

This low trend is also reflected in appointive posts. In the Foreign Service, as at 2006, only 2 women are serving as ambassadors (Haja Alarie Cole and Mrs.Joyce Banya) accredited to Iran and Russia respectively, out of 22 ambassadorial positions. 3 other women are serving as heads of chancery out of 16 holding the position.

Until 2005, few women held decision-making positions in the judicial system of the country. Presently, out of the 23 appointed judges there are 7 women accounting for about 30.4% of the total while only 2 of the existing 19 magistrates are women. Currently, the Master and Registrar of the High Court of Sierra Leone is a woman. However, at no time has a woman been appointed as a substantive Chief Justice of the Republic of Sierra Leone. 

Recently Government appointed women to head very important state institutions; among these are:

· The Chairperson of the National Electoral Commission (NEC) 

· The Chief Immigration Officer; 

· The Development Secretary, Ministry of Development and Economic Planning; 

· The Secretary, Public Service Commission; 

· The Chief Administrator, Freetown City Council; 

· The Chairperson Independent Media Commission 

Barriers to Women’s Political Participation 

The barriers that prevent women from attempting a political career are both practical (lack of time, money or access to education and training) and psychological (lack of confidence, fear of failure, and dislike of the culture of politics). In Sierra Leone as elsewhere, gendered poverty and political disadvantage are rooted in policies, practices, ideas and beliefs related to the position of women and girls in society. 

Men dominate existing political structures nationally and locally – from political parties to the traditional authorities, particularly in the Northern and Eastern Provinces1. Prior to the 2004 local election, an indicative voter survey sponsored by Oxfam Sierra Leone showed that the north was extremely resistant to women’s participation in politics and many of the Chiefs there did not support the idea. (“Sierra Leone Local Council Election and Political Expression Survey”, Oxfam, Sierra Leone: Bryony Martin 2003).

Other overt barriers to women’s participation can be summarised as the 6 C’s - Culture-Caring–Cash-Confidence-Corruption-Co-operation.
Culture
Traditional norms and patterns of conduct in a predominantly male society and stereotypical perceptions of the roles and responsibilities for men and women pose a strong barrier to women’s participation and advancement in politics. Politics is traditionally viewed as a man’s game. Women’s disempowerment in Sierra Leone is rooted in harmful traditional and discriminatory customary practices. In the Northern and some parts of the Eastern provinces of Sierra Leone, traditional customs and cultural norms prevent women from becoming paramount chiefs. Such traditional customs and cultural norms are further reinforced by religion, especially Islam. 

Women who reach high decision-making levels face negative attitudes ranging from reluctance to open hostility. Men and women are traditionally reluctant to support female aspirants for any public position to which men and women aspire. Similarly, political parties do not encourage female members to stand for any position of authority. 

Caring

Women continue to bear most of the responsibility for caring and domestic work within the family. The traditional woman’s prime years are taken up with having babies and looking after young children. This coupled with hours spent in food preparation, child-care and maintaining the family in addition to earning an income, place heavy demands on women’s time leaving little time for political activities. 

Cash Poverty 

Since men are traditionally the breadwinners, women do not have the financial and other resources to enable them to run effectively for public office and win. The day-to-day struggle for existence leaves no time or resources to even consider a political career

Candidates require money to campaign, money that women often simply do not have. Parties may provide political funding or support for candidates, but often candidates have to fund their own campaigns. Lack of resources is a particular problem for women in situations where politicians are expected to provide ‘gifts’ to voters in exchange for their support, especially in constituency-based elections. 

Confidence 

Many women lack the confidence and assertiveness to embark on a political career. The sharp divide between the public sphere, which is perceived as men’s and the private sphere, which is perceived as women’s makes it not surprising that many women lack the confidence and self-esteem to embark on careers that would expose them to competing with men. 

Corruption 

Corrupt practices, which today characterize all public activities, have precluded women (who by and large tend to shy away from anything that would shame them or their families) from exercising their rights on an equal footing with men. The culture of violence is characteristic of election processes in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Co-operation 

A weak network of women’s groups translates into a weak sense of solidarity among women themselves. Besides this, the usual high level of rivalry among women militates very strongly against their coming together as a strong force.

Education 

A certain level of education is often an informal requirement for candidates for political office. In Sierra Leone, citizens are required to reach a certain level of education before standing for election. The high level of illiteracy and poor education and negative images in the media about women’s role make women reluctant to step forward into leadership roles. They lack knowledge about the system, of how they could become politicians or how being in parliament could influence and change their everyday lives. 

Constitutional Constraints 

The Constitution of the Republic of Sierra Leone Act No. 6 of 1991 is ambivalent as far as discrimination on the basis of sex is concerned. On the one hand, the constitution condemns and prohibits discrimination on the basis of factors including sex i.e. sections 27(1&2); on the other hand, it legally justifies discrimination in exceptional cases as evidenced in sub-sections 4d of section 27. Furthermore, though Sierra Leone ratified the CEDAW in 1988, and is a signatory to the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action that recommends Affirmative Action for the acceleration of women’s political participation, the Constitution is silent on this issue. It provides that international treaties and convention signed only become legally binding after a process of domestication. 

Marginalization within Political Parties 

Most political parties in Sierra Leone did not have any strategy for equal representation in its executive as required by the Platform for Action. Besides creating the post of Women Leader, parties have not adopted any other system to increase the number of women holding party offices. In the elections of 2002, the 50-50 Group advocated and lobbied political parties for the reservation of 30% seats for women. Even though most parties promised to comply, some later admitted that the fear that the women would lose in the final elections was the real reason for reneging on their promise. 

Negative image of women MPs 

In a culture where women entering public life are considered to have stepped outside their traditional gender roles, women politicians are often subject to public criticism and attack. 

Whatever form the criticism takes there is often a sense among women politicians themselves that by entering public life they are judged to have ‘overstepped the mark’. When some women see the way that other women who are already in political life are criticized and vilified, they may well decide that the price of entering politics is too high to pay. 

Fear of the effect on personal relationships 

Because politics is generally seen as a ‘men’s game’ some women fear that opting for the political life will mean being viewed as unfeminine and losing the love and support of their families.

Fear for personal safety 
Women’s fear for their families as well as their own safety can create greater barriers for them than would exist for many men. Politics is mostly characterised by violence and unfair play that pose a danger particularly for women. 

Despite the problems detailed above, over the years many competent and capable women have entered the political arena. But such women have encountered problems, which have affected their performance. These include, among others: 

Resistance from men 
Cultural assumptions about women’s roles in the wider society not surprisingly appear within political parties. Traditional gender roles may allow a role for women in politics, but it is one that is as close as possible to her traditional role, which is, serving men rather than sitting alongside them. When women venture out of these delimiting roles they are seen as difficult. It is not uncommon for them to experience a backlash from men in their party. 

Lack of political will to overcome these problems. 
One of the greatest obstacles to women’s political participation is the lack of political will on the part of the Sierra Leonean leadership. Past Governments have just not seen the need to encourage women to participate in politics. Apart from using gender issues to score political points, it is only in recent times that the Sierra Leonean leadership has begun taking practical steps to increase women’s presence in public office. Hence we now have women as heads of the National Electoral Commission, Immigration and the Independent Media Commission. With this trend, it is clear that nothing stops Government from appointing 30% of women into public office to make up for the short fall in elective posts. 

Strategies to increase the number of women in politics

In response to the barriers highlighted above, political activists and campaigners around the world have developed a number of strategies to increase the number of women in politics. These can be categorised as those strategies focusing on ‘changing the women’, those aimed at cultural change and those which attempt to bring about change within political structures and cultures. 

Cash
Since lack of money is a significant barrier to women entering political life, programmes that offer grants or other support to women candidates or potential candidates can make a significant difference. An equivalent of the Emily’s list??? will be set up to provide support for aspirants. The programme will rely mainly on donations from women party members (and some supportive men) who want to support other women in getting elected. This however depends on there being a sufficient number of women with the disposable income to make donations of this type. In countries like Sierra Leone where there are few women with even moderate incomes this may be difficult or impossible to sustain. Similarly, international funders that support political development are generally wary of funding individual candidates, preferring to fund political parties either directly or indirectly through support for statutory funding programmes. Other fundraising strategies include raffles, dinner and dance, sponsored walks and luncheon sales.

Caring
On an individual level many women who want to combine their domestic responsibilities with a political career rely on the support of other women, friends or family members. Groups of women can develop a strategy of helping each other with childcare or other tasks, such as taking it in turns to look after each other’s children or prepare family meals. 

Other strategies involve making changes in the way political parties are organized in order to take account of women’s caring responsibilities. Changing the timing or venue of meetings can make a real difference to women’s ability to participate in political activities. Furthermore, parties can offer crèche or child-minding facilities at meetings or conferences. Parliamentary hours could also be shortened. 

Confidence building
Training is a popular strategy to increase confidence. But there are other approaches such as shadowing or mentoring where women have the opportunity to learn and gain confidence from already successful woman MP’s. Mentoring and shadowing schemes also offer the opportunity to learn about aspects of political life, which may not be covered in formal training courses. 

Skills training/Education 

Training for women candidates and potential candidates is not only a widely used strategy, it is also extremely important for increasing the numbers of women elected. Training may be organized within political parties or on a cross party basis by non-government and civil society organizations. Cross party or non-party training tends to focus on general political skills – public speaking, dealing with the media, organizing a campaign, fundraising and so on. 

Changing public attitudes to women politicians 

Strategies to change public attitudes to women in politics might focus on building support for women politicians or go further and try to encourage the public to put pressure on parties to select women. 

Promoting and advocating the principles of equal participation as already enshrined in international instruments such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) will underpin strategic advocacy measures. Gatekeepers at various levels of the establishment will be targeted, backed up by alliance building with other champions of equitable representation in order to maximise impact. 

The Role of NGOs 

Many women-focused organizations are currently working towards enhancing women’s chances of winning elections in 2007 and beyond. One such organization is the 50/50 Group working in coalition with all women’s organisations in Sierra Leone and in collaboration with partners like OXFAM, WFD, and The British Council who are currently drawing up a program of civic education and sensitization on women’s political empowerment involving civil society, women leaders and politicians. In April 2005, the group launched a two–year countdown to the 2007 election and it has started a gradual but systematic build up of technical support for prospective female aspirants. It is in the process of building partnerships and coalitions among women’s organisations, potential women politicians and change agents while also building their capacity to produce a corps of women politicians who will contest and win elections in 2007.

The group is now working with the political parties to ensure that they understand the concept of gender-based Affirmative Action and why it is essential for accelerated increase in the number of women holding public office. The work also covers the formulation of strategies for actual implementation of Affirmative Action within the party organs and the acceptance of a modus operandi for applying Affirmative Action in elections. The group is using the structures that are already in place within the parties, especially the office of the women leaders. They organized a meeting with all political parties recently and it is hoped that they will be sincere enough to follow their words with action not just by adopting the strategies for Affirmative Action, but by creating a women friendly electoral environment and supporting women candidates in other tangible ways.

Proper Packaging 

Whereas men take politics very seriously female politicians tend to regard their own political involvement as a pastime. Women in politics would be helping their own cause if they become a little more professional. They should read both for knowledge and pleasure, become computer literate, use the Internet, hire professional image-makers and consult experts on strategies for opening campaign offices, etc. They need to form caucuses and groups for bargaining and also associate with their male colleagues, especially the experienced ones.

Sustained Interest 

The tendency of female politicians to quit on losing once has been highlighted. Female politicians should learn the art of perseverance from their male counterparts. It is no exaggeration that the Sierra Leone political landscape is almost fully occupied by men who have been involved for years. On the other hand, new women crop up at every election and previous participants are virtually forgotten. Women who lose elections should regard it as a learning experience and try again and again, just like the men.

Changing the practice within politics 

Parties that wish to change their culture may start with the timing of meetings to make them more family friendly. However it is not just the timing of meetings, but the venues in which they are held that can be a problem for women. If these meetings take place in venues which are closed to women, like the poro and other secret societies, then they are unlikely to see the party as being open to them. 

Many women feel uncomfortable in venues which are technically open to both sexes. Bars and clubs may have a macho heavy drinking atmosphere, which makes women feel uncomfortable. In some cultures women who are seen drinking in bars with men may be accused of promiscuity. 

Changing the culture of a political party can be a very slow process. This has led many activists to conclude that the most effective strategy for increasing the number of women in politics is through some sort of quota system

Affirmative Action
This should operate at party level by:

i. reserving some party posts for women; and 

ii. by creating exclusive women constituencies as a constitutional provision. 
There will be no dramatic changes in the trend of performance unless the political parties adopt gender-based Affirmative Action at elections. Experience elsewhere in the world, particularly in Uganda, Rwanda, Sweden, and South Africa bears eloquent testimony to the effectiveness of Affirmative Action as a short-term strategy for accelerating women’s political participation.

Equal Opportunities Commission 
Constitutional provisions should be made for the establishment of an Equal Opportunities Commission to ensure the equitable distribution of appointments among all the segments of the Sierra Leonean society, including women and the other marginalized groups.

Other Constitutional Amendments 

There is urgent need to entrench a formal gender equality clause in the Constitution that will also outlaw the disinheritance of females, which accounts largely for women’s poverty.

Other Measures 

1. form a party in which women will play prominent roles or get registered;

2. support the Coalition of Women’s Organisations and Politicians for non-partisan lobbying and advocacy;

3. form a League of Women Voters at all levels in all districts;

4. seek and support the establishment of women’s financial/economic empowerment  programmes;

5. seek effective allies in the media;

6. build capacity of female legislators;

7. develop informative and educational materials to support lobbying and advocacy;

8. draft and promote bills, if necessary;

9. advocate for new positive standards for political participants and groups  

10. women in positions of authority should promote and support the growth of the women’s movement in addition to joining and working with NGOs. 

Strategies to help women overcome barriers when they do come forward 

As we have seen women continue to face challenges even when they do come forward for election. Activists for increased women’s representation may develop campaigning strategies to put pressure on parties to change the way they operate. The Fawcett Society in the UK for example used a ‘naming and shaming’ strategy to highlight the discrimination against women candidates within political parties. Fawcett interviewed women about their experience of running for candidate selection and then produced short punchy briefings detailing their experiences. These briefings, one for each main party, were launched to the media during the week of each party’s national conference. 

The aim of such strategies is to encourage or embarrass parties to take action to tackle discrimination against women within the party. 

All in all, in short:

· There is a need for change of attitude by men and women towards women standing for elections

· Men should learn to trust their wives when they express a desire to go into politics. We must sensitise our men so that they can allow their wives to take part in local government. Women should also behave well so that their husbands can trust them.

· Men should be willing and prepared to take up household work when women have to go for meetings, for example. If a man cannot assist with household chores, a family member could be asked to move in to help; 

· Women must learn to support each other more; 

· We must develop women’s confidence and self esteem 

· We must organise adult literacy classes for women in communities; 

· We must get more women into the places where decisions are made: parliaments, local councils, trade unions and businesses. It takes a number of women to really make a difference. 

· We must use special mechanisms to increase women’s participation. For example, set targets for involving more women or quotas of 10%, 20%or 50% depending on the number of women members. Make special ‘women’s seats’ on committees. 

· We must develop women’s training, political education programmes, women’s group’s conferences and meetings. Experienced women can help by passing on skills, sharing experiences or inviting less experienced women to learn the job. 

· We must monitor women’s progress. If we can’t get involved from the inside we can still learn to take part from the outside, by lobbying, using the media and influencing those around us by speaking up. 

· We must use legislative reform processes to provide affirmative action in favour of women in our national constitutions as has been done in countries like Namibia, South Africa and Uganda. The African National Congress (ANC) has reserved 30% of parliamentary seats and 50% of local government seats for women. 

· We must change oppressive traditional and cultural practices. 

· We must support women leaders at all levels of society 
· We must promote affirmative action as an important strategy in bringing about    transformation, and creating a critical mass of women in decision-making positions 

· We must review and challenge electoral processes and discriminatory practices against women. 

There is no reason why women cannot achieve at least 30% participation in national decision-making by the next administration, if we plan and if the electoral environment is gender friendly.
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