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I. INTRODUCTION

1. The major economic crisis which hit many African countries during the early 1980s was a result of

many years of economic decline in Africa. The excitement of independence and its accompanying glories

of the late 1950s and the 1960s was oniy a nine-day wonder.

2. At independence, most African countries had reasonable foreign exchange reserves, for example,

countries such as Ghana, C6te d'lvoire, Kenya and Zambia. Zambia, for instance, was at the time of

independence from Britain in 1964, the richest country in Africa, south of the Sahara. Apart from the

foreign exchange reserves, Zambia had the world's second largest copper mining industry and was endowed

with a vast fertile land as well as emeralds. Ghana was also a leading producer of cocoa in the world and

was equally rich in minerals like gold, diamond, bauxite and manganese. Unfortunately, these and other

earnings from raw materials then in high demand by the industrialized countries were short-lived. Prices

of these commodities fell and most African countries could not finance their social and economic

programmes.

3. This was due to the fact that most governments embarked upon rapid socio-economic deveiopment

projects such as building of schools, roads, hospitals, etc., as well as setting up of industries which the

previous colonial administration deliberately did not prioritize. Most of these countries laid more emphasis

on industrialization and neglected agriculture. Most governments borrowed heavily from foreign banks in

order to finance the growth and production of goods and services. This led to a somewhat modest economic

development in the 1960s and stagnation in the 1970s as well as economic declines which became more

apparent in the 1980s.

4. Lack of accountability on the part of African leaders led to corruption and abuse of power. Coupled

with the draining of the nations's coffers by African leaders was the massive import of foreign commodities

which needed foreign exchange, the shortage of which ledto the formation of queues in front of shops for

such basic commodities as soap, milk, sugar and matches. The euphoria for political independence faded

-irrthe face of hardships. Many governments became unpopular with their citizens, hence their overthrow

by the military as in the case of Ghana, Nigeria, Mali, the Niger etc.. where political leadership was

overthrown in the 1960s.

5. The oil crisis of the early 1970s was also a major factor in Africa's economic downfall. Most non-

oil producing countries could not pay their bills and their debts kept on increasing. Oil-producing countries

like Nigeria concentrated on very elaborate and ambitious projects in the midst of corruption in the

government and business world to the neglect of agriculture which increased the woes of the citizens.

6. National disasters like drought as well as political instability, increase in population growth and the

fall in the price of primary commodities were all contributing factors to Africa's economic decline.

n. ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING, THE ONLY ALTERNATIVE

FOR DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA

7. Pushed to the wall and burdened with the pressing need for survival, African countries had to fall

back on the international community which, through the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund,

prescribed the bitter pill of structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) as a cure for Africa's economic

malady. The economic policies of most African countries in the late 1980s to the present day were therefore

built on the SAPs made by the IMF and the World Bank. Despite the individual variations in each country,

the following features were common to all the countries which sought economic salvation in the SAPs:

(a) Cuts in government spending particularly on services which were essential to the poor,

vulnerable and the aged such as education, health, water, housing, etc.;



E/ECA/ACW/RC.V/EXP/CRP.5

Page 2

(c) Privatization of government or State-owned enterprises;

(d) Removal of import and price controls for even essential commodities, allowing the free
market to determine prices;

(e) Stringent control of money supply and credit which is aimed at doing away with inflation
as well as increase in interest rates to encourage savings.

8. One question, however, remains to be answered as to whether these policies really worked or con

tinue to work in the African society. The correct answer can only be found after a thorough assessment of
the economic and social dimensions of SAPs in the various countries.

m. IMPACT OF STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT PROGRAMMES ON WORKERS

AND THE POOR SECTIONS OF THE SOCIETY

9. The consequences of SAPs brought untold hardships to workers and the poor in the society. Massive
retrenchment of workers was mostly in the public sector which resulted in massive unemployment, under

employment and increase in poverty, leading to a rise in the crime rate and social unrest and political instabi

lity in many African countries. This has led to more repression of the people, gross abuse of human rights,
and dictatorship which has greatly affected the ongoing democratic process in Africa.

10. Moreover, the withdrawal of subsidies has made the cost of food and essential services such as

education, health, housing, transport, energy, water and telecommunications very expensive and unaffordable

to the majority of the people. The result has been hunger, malnutrition, high infant mortality rates, higher

rates of illiteracy and higher rates of poverty. Trade liberaJization has led to the flooding of African markets

with all sorts of foreign goods, killing many local manufacturing industries which found it more profitable

-to-ftnport than to produce locally. Furthermore, the privatization of State-owned enterprises has led to a

huge loss of jobs and union members, the improper enrichment of a few elites in power and the widening
of the gap between the rich and the poor.

IV. THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT OF AFRICA

11. One might wonder why there should be a particular reference to women and their contribution to

the economies of Africa. This assessment is only aimed at exposing the immense contribution women make

to economic development in their countries. In sub-Saharan Africa, women do 70 per cent of the hoeing

and weeding in the agricultural holding; 60 per cent of the harvesting and 80 per cent of the transport of

crops from the fields; 80 per cent of the storing of the crops; 90 per cent of the processing of the crops; 60

per cent of the marketing of the excess; 50 per cent of the caring of animals; 50 per cent of planting and

cutting of seeds; 95 per cent of the feeding and caring of the families and they carry 90 per cent of the water
and fuel. ■

12. According to Mary Turok, it is estimated that a woman spends between 2,000 and 5,000 hours a

year, which is the equivalent of an eight-hour job to transport water, fuel and goods from source to market.

13. In Zambia, the "maize miracle" is attributed to a concentrated national programme to build up the
productivity of small-scale farmers who are mostly made up of women. The result was that the maize fields

doubled, reaching 2.5 to 4 metric tons per hectare in the mid-1980s. Women's productive role is not only

seen in the agricultural sector but also in other areas such as small-scale industries, trading as well as in the

public sector, etc. It is also women who are faced with the responsibility of child-bearing, child care and
maintenance of households, etc.
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V. IMPACT OF THE STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT PROGRAMMES ON WOMEN

14. If SAPs have rendered African society poorer than before, then one can safely say that women are

the poorest of the poor since most women in developing countries earn less, control less, and own less. To

say that the SAPs have made Africa poorest does not imply that their markets are not overflowing with

foreign goods, etc. The goods are in the various countries but most of the citizens of those countries cannot

afford them. The implementation of SAPs in Africa has adversely affected women, children and the aged

and this calls for an urgent need to target these groups precisely in order to redress the issue. Women's

roles continue to expand daily with the presence of SAPs in their societies. Women play very vital roles

in society, as indicated earlier. These roles can be called productive, reproductive as well as social roles.

The impact of SAPs on women will be discussed in reaction to these roles.

15. The majority of women are found in the lower echelons of the ladder which is made up of tele

phonists, typists, cooks, cleaners, etc. and it is this category of workers which was mostly affected by the

retrenchment exercise. In view of the role they perform in managing available household resources to

sustain their family members, these women sometimes have to work longer hours than before. This has led

to an increase in the number of women in the informal sector.

16. Despite the introduction of modern and improved methods of agriculture, most women are poor and

cannot afford to use these methods in farming, hence the low level of food production. It becomes

impossible for these poor households to achieve any benefit or profit from the higher prices of food crops

since they have little or no surplus to sell. If these households sell their produce at all they have to go back

to purchase food at higher prices when they run out of their supply.

17. Furthermore, since it is women who are responsible for child care and caring for the aged in their

families, they are the first to experience the trauma of the removal of subsidies on health. It is the women

who care for the sick and they are expected to go to great lengths to accomplish this task. The high cost

of living makes it impossible for women to be able to afford medical bills. In Ghana, for instance, the intro-

^tion of the cash and carry system in the hospitals makes it difficult for women to send their sick relatives

le hospital, resulting in high mortality rates, especially in children.Xht

The removal of the subsidy on education has its own accompanying woes. In many African coun-

.*&, poor households are withdrawing their children from school because of economic pressures and as a

"result of this child labour is on the increase.

19. The devaluation of currencies of many African countries has led to high cost of living. The prices

of goods are very high and, again, it is women who are faced with the difficulties of striving to prepare

decent meals for their families. Many of these unskilled women work as farm hands for long hours, only

to collect meagre wages. Some of these women work as head porters who carry heavy loads on their heads

and it is really pathetic to find them working so hard under the scorching sun of bur countries just for their

daily bread. Those women who would not like to undergo these terrible conditions turn to prostitution in

order to survive. The above tasks are therefore added to the already existing cumbersome domestic responsi

bilities such as cooking and caring for their households, thereby reducing women almost to the status of mere

beasts of burden. Some young girls are pawned to richer families to work as housemaids.

20. It can be seen that the SAPs adopted have created higher hurdles to the economic participation of

women in development which has led to real marginalization of women in all areas of life. The resources

available to women have been reduced while additional demands have been added to their responsibilities

as producers as well as caretakers. Although certain measures have been taken by governments to address

the needs of the vulnerable groups who are in terrible conditions due to the adjustment programmes, a great

deal still remains to be done if the continent of Africa does not wish to deprive itself of the benefit to be

derived from developing the potentials of as many women as possible.
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21. In the labour movement, women have raised their voices concerning their marginalization in terms

of work and decision making over the past years. Following the proclamation of the Decade for Women,

the Organization of African Trade Unions Unity (OATUU) institutionalized the OATUU Commission on

Working Women in August 1988. During the meeting, the OATUU Charter for Working Women which

serves as the working document for women workers was adopted. A few seminars were organized but the

Commission was dormant until the early part of the 1990s when measures were taken to revive it. Although

a few women were involved in most of the activities of the national trade union centres, they were not

proportionally represented. However, due to the lobbying in seminars and workshops, and at annual meet

ings of the organization, major changes have taken place constitutionally and socially. In some countries,

women serve on the executive committees of their national centres as a matter of policy.

22. It is essential that women are well educated, especially in relation to their jobs in order for them to

give their best in the society. OATUU has embarked on seminars specifically aimed at bringing, women

together to provide solutions to the problems which face them as working women. It is in this respect that

in Cairo, Egypt, in April 1993, a seminar was organized for 25 top women trade unionists to adopt strategies

to empower women for the challenges of the time especially in trade union activities. This seminar called

for in-service training for low-income women workers who are vulnerable to retrenchment as well as other

forms of education, for example, on women workers and trade union rights. Campaigns on women workers

education and rights are still going on and plans are under way to involve as many women as possible in

training sessions on project formulation, monitoring and evaluation as well as gender research techniques,

to mention a few. Efforts are also being made to fully revive the OATUU Working Women's Commission

as well as drawing up a permanent annual work programme for women workers to address the issues of the

day.

VI. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it must be said that women face many difficulties in all areas of life and the cry by

vigilant women is only heard faintly. There is a need for as many women as possible to be drawn into

Juggle against marginalization. Furthermore, campaigns need to be intensified in order to fully educate
male counterparts on the damage they cause to society by discriminating against women. They need to be

told tO consider their female counterparts not as rivals but as working partners in the development of their

societies and, for that matter, their countries.


