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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE BEIJING PLATFORM FOR ACTION IN THE  EASTERN AFRICA SUBREGION

Achievements, Constraints, Challenges and the Way Forward

Introduction

The Intergovernmental Meeting of Experts took place in Kigali, Rwanda from 2-4 June 2004 to review the implementation of the Dakar and Beijing Platforms 10 years after their adoption.  The meeting was preceded by a Forum of NGOs and Civil Society organizations which was held at the same venue from 31 May to 1 June 2004.  The Meeting received a comprehensive report from the NGO Forum and listened to presentations by UN Agencies including UNIFEM and Habitat.  The Meeting endorsed most of the conclusions and proposals emanating from the NGO and Civil Society group and further decided to adopt the document as one of the basis of their assessment of the Beijing process.  The meeting subsequently undertook an extensive review of the implementation of the Beijing Platform taking stock of the progress achieved, constraints and challenges, and reflecting on the way forward.  In doing so, participants looked at policy issues, legislative achievements, conventions as well as the overall environment surrounding the circumstances under which member countries exerted efforts for the attainment of objectives and targets in the Beijing Platform’s twelve (12) areas of concentration. 

Adoption and Implementation of Policies to Promote Gender Equality

The Meeting noted that member countries have actually taken steps to formulate, adopt and significantly implement policies for the promotion of gender equality and the advancement of women in the sub-region.  As a result of this, progress has been achieved in some countries with regard to women in power and decision making, the establishment of institutions and mechanisms mandated to cater for gender equality, gender mainstreaming initiatives including gender budgeting, the adoption of laws to address gender violence (including rape, defilement, female genital mutilations), the adoption of affirmative action related decisions for the promotion of women and the girl child in education, and land rights and property ownership.  

It was noted that that some major constraints continue to hamper the effectiveness of these efforts; negative cultural biases, attitudes and traditional practices are the most daunting of these constraints.  The lack of effective enforcement mechanisms, inadequate financial resources for funding gender equality programmes, wars and conflicts as well as the weak analytical skills coupled with the lack of gender disaggregated data are also considerable constraints. 

It was further noted that national policies for the promotion of gender equality were actually inspired by areas of concentration of the Beijing Platform and the Millennium Declaration as well the related Millennium Development Goals ( MDGs) which have amply been referred to in drawing national development frameworks and strategic plans.  Furthermore, goal 3 of the MDGs has been implemented through Universal Primary Education (UPE) drives in some countries.

 Major international conventions such as CEDAW have been signed and ratified; however, although the Protocol for Women’s rights recently adopted by the African Union (AU) has been signed, it is awaiting ratification by a number of countries.  The Meeting called for the acceleration of ratifications and implementation beyond constitutional type provisions to cover inter-individual family relations.  Furthermore, legislative landmarks have been noted with regard to matrimonial and inheritance laws, labour legislations, and enactment of gender action plans. 

There have been extensive debates at various and governmental bodies including parliaments and executive councils over gender related legislative reforms within the frameworks constitutional reviews, budgetary sessions and the review of bills related to issues such as land, gender based violence, children’s rights, nationality and citizenship in relation to matriarchal and patriarchal regimes, and HIV/AIDS.

Women in the sub-region have been involved in conflict resolution within the ambit of IGAD, the Arusha and Lusaka accords, peace processes related to the Inter-Congolese Dialogue (such as in Johannesburg, Sun City, etc).  Women have also been involved in post conflict reconstruction through sensitization and training in peace building.  Women have articulated far reaching proposals for the resolution of the Burundi conflict, the majority of which have been retained; Rwanda’s women umbrella organization, Pro-Femmes, was granted the UNESCO peace award as a result of the important role played by women in the Arusha accord.  An active role is also being played by Rwandan women in the Gacaca  process.

The promotion of gender equality and the advancement of women has been factored in sector policies, strategies and programs in the areas of education, health, economic empowerment, HIV/AIDS, justice, power and decision making, ICT….

All these policies/strategies/programs have indeed positively or negatively impacted by the globalizing world economy and its consequences : the increasing utilization of ICTs have offered various opportunities in the areas of communications, health, trade, education, etc.  Trade liberalization has had positive and negative consequences : within the framework of AGOA, it has provided opportunities for increased trade and employment; however, unfair competition within asymmetric trade regimes have triggered off  reduction of capacity utilization, closing of enterprises and lay-offs detrimental to families at large and women in particular.  

The Meeting called for the extension of AGOA beyond 2008 as well as a review of the eligibility criteria to accommodate Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and cooperatives managed by women and urged member states to adopt a gradual approach to trade liberalization. It further called for increased ODA and concessional resource flows, substantial debt relief to enable member states invest in basic infrastructure and social services (education and health) in favour of, inter-alia, women. 

Although the implementation of the Beijing Platform of Action is first and foremost the responsibility of Governments, it requires alliances between the state and all other stakeholders including NGOs and CSOs.  In Eastern Africa these alliances have been issue based coalitions around programs on poverty reduction, gender violence, water and sanitation, environment, FGM, and Sector Wide Action Plans (SWAPS). 

It has also been noted that there has been an increased participation of males in gender related activities both in the area of conceptualization and operationalisation of gender programs.  This coincides with awareness of the gender dimension of social development.

Progress of the Implementation of the Beijing Platform in the Twelve (12) Critical Areas of Concern

As indicated earlier, a lot of effort has been put in establishing the necessary institutional frameworks in all the countries by Governments and civil society organizations, and programmes have been drawn to address gender equality and the advancement of women:

· In the area of Women and Poverty, the feminisation of poverty is becoming a major concern.  In order to address this issue, poverty reduction programmes and other planning documents have been articulated taking into account the gender dimension.  It remains that much more has to be done in engendering plans, programmes, and budgets;

· In the area of Women and Education, several countries reported breakthroughs and programmes to promote functional literacy of women, skills development and professional training, the education of the girl child as well as access of girls to scientific and technical specializations.  Various instruments have been utilized some of which are in collaboration with international organizations and NGOs (FAWE schools, school feeding and food compensation for parents, uniforms, etc).  Much more has to be done in closing the gap between primary, secondary and tertiary education so as to increase the number of girls in secondary schools and tertiary institutions. Affirmative action should nevertheless be strengthened for girls to facilitate their access to education and increase retention and transitional rates;

· In the area of Women and Health, all countries have reproductive health programmes and free family planning facilities.  HIV/AIDS programmes have been launched to cater for sero-positive women, and to check mother to child transmission of the virus through the provision of free ARVs in some of the countries.  However, the rate of ante-natal diagnosis continues to be too low and efforts have to made to address this issue and similarly to approach the health delivery systems in a holistic manner.  FGM continue to be a big problem and requires bold measures including sensitization programmes, and incentive measures for the abandonment of such practices and repressive laws.  Maternal and child mortality, albeit still high, have been on the decline in some of the countries;

· In the area of Violence Against Women, it was noted that with the emergence of conflicts within the sub-region, rapes have increased in numbers.  Countries have taken measures to address this phenomenon including targeted health facilities, and repressive laws (rape is considered as a crime against humanity by a few countries).  There are multi dimensional initiatives for programmes to combat conflict related and domestic violence including law enforcement facilities, medical treatment, trauma healing and other psychological assistance as well as support to income generating activities for women victims of violence;

· In the area of Women and Armed Conflicts : as indicated earlier, women in the sub-region have been involved in conflict resolution and national reconciliation initiatives. Recent Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) programmes have taken into account the gender dimension, however implementation should be monitored to ensure effective results to this end;

· In the area of Women and the Economy, women rights to land and property ownership continues to be a major concern.  On the positive side, progress has been noted in some of the countries in the area of women freedom to work, lifting of various marital consent, access to micro credits and IT facilities;

· In the area of Women Power and Decision Making, tangible achievements have been recorded in countries such as Rwanda and Uganda where proportions of women in governments (parliament and other executive positions) have notably increased thanks to the affirmative action and reform of electoral codes to provide for women’s electoral colleges.  Rwanda is a case to emulate with its 49% of seats in parliament and 32% of the cabinet being women as well as compulsory constitutional targets i.e. 30% at all decision making levels. The meeting deplored the low level of representation of women in decision making positions in most of the countries;

· In the area of Women’s Basic Rights : In addition to inheritance laws the following initiatives have been noted : integration of the gender dimension in constitutional provisions, laws against FGM, revised family codes tilting the balance in favour of women,  and repeal of discriminatory laws;

· In the area of Women and the Media : the increase of women in the media sector has been noted and attention given to gender issues in the media is also increasing; and

· The girl child’s needs are being addressed with more systematic specific programmes and institutions covering rights of the girl child, her education and welfare in most of the countries.

Institutional Development

As indicated earlier, the institutional framework is in place in most of the countries including ministries, commissions and sector gender focal points. In the case of Eritrea, gender related issues have been confided to the National Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW).  It remains that the lack of adequate human, infrastructural and financial capacities continue to hamper the efficiency of these institutions.  At the sub-regional level, institutions such as IGAD, COMESA and EAC have established gender focal points and adopted gender strategies.

 The meeting deplored the lack of adequate gender mainstreaming skills and gender disaggregated data in most of the surveys as well as underutilization of household surveys in planning.  There is an increasing awareness of statistical services in this area, however capacities in such services should be enhanced and statistical systems strengthened.

Implementing the Beijing Platform Stakeholders Roles

Stakeholders have been quite active in all countries in promoting Beijing platforms through sensitization programmes, setting up institutions, formulating and enacting laws, executing specific programmes. Gender pressure and advocacy groups have emerged in all countries.

Support has been provided by UN agencies, bilateral and multilateral donors in the form of analyses, formulation of action plans, advocacy, the adoption of conventions, funding, and training.  It was the view of the Meeting that UN agencies in the sub-region need more resources to provide more effective and coordinated support to meet the growing demands in this area.

Main Challenges in Attaining Gender Equality in the Sub-region

In the Social Environment, negative cultural and traditional practices will require bolder  actions including sensitization, education, legislation for their mitigation and eventual disparition.  Diversity is a dimension to reckon with as it points to the need for specific treatments of the cases of different categories of women (rural, urban, handicapped etc).  Illiteracy is another form of social challenge.  Equally challenging social factors are the inadequate access to information on women’s rights and other opportunities.

In the Political Environment, the traditional social status of women tends to confine her in secondary roles hence the prevailing inadequate representation at political level. There is still a strong masculine resistance to the leadership of women.  The lack of democracy and accountability is paramount among the political challenges.

In the Economic Environment, the following challenges have been noted: the lack of recognition of women’s non remunerated work at the household level, discriminatory treatment of professional women, difficulties in access to credit (discriminatory requirements including the need for collateral to be provided by spouses and other male partners in some countries, the lack of access to appropriate technologies, inadequate market access for trading women due to lack of information, and unfair competition, recessive macroeconomic policies having negative impacts on employment-, and heavy debt burdens and inadequate concessional flows which hamper the Governments ability to invest in the social sector.

Challenges related to women’s movements in gender equality revolves around inadequate human, institutional, infrastructural as well as inadequate finances and weak synergy and coordination. 

Some other challenges specific to the Sub-region include armed conflicts, negative traditional matrimonial practices including early and forced marriages as well as inheritance of wives which may contribute to spread of HIV/AIDS and other STDs.

Participants in the Meeting noted that the most pressing issue to be tackled in the sub-region for the promotion of gender equality and women’s  advancement is education and training. 
The meeting recognized that the objectives and strategies for the Dakar and Beijing Platforms of Action were still as valid as they were when they were adopted.  What is required is the harmonization of the Beijing Platforms and subsequent documents which have emerged at the local and international levels such as PRSPs, MDGs, and NEPAD. These documents should serve as vehicles for effective implementation of the platforms and not as competing agenda.  A more systematic approach is required to ensure that commitments are followed by effective actions. Monitoring and coordination mechanisms and processes should be enforced and due regard accorded to diversity, the rural-urban migration and related poverty issues.
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