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/. INTRODUCTION

1. With the end of the cold war, the primacy of economic over security issues is now

producing changes that have wider implications for the new world economic and social

order. In the process of globalization of the world economy, there is now fiercer

competition for markets and investments around the world. Rather than open up global

trade, such trade competition is forcing countries into regional economic groupings

sometimes with diverse and conflicting ideological backgrounds. The important groupings

include the Organization of European Cooperation and Development (OECD), the

European Union (EU), the North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA) and the Asian-

Pacific Economic Cooperation Group etc. One notable feature of these blocks is that they

are becoming increasingly restrictive and exclusionary. This does not anchor well for

Africa. For this reason, African Heads of State decided to work towards the establishment

of an African Economic Community (AEC).*

2. Opinions differ on defining regional cooperation and integration concepts. However,

we can all agree that it is a strategy or mechanism by which countries and groups could

come together to establish mutually beneficial economic, political and social processes.Bingu

wa Mutharika defines economic cooperation and integration" as a process whereby two or

more countries in a particular (geographical) area voluntarily join together to pursue

common policies and objectives in matters of general economic development or in a

particular economic field of common interest to the mutual advantage of the participating

states."2 For our purpose in this paper, we shall consider Mutharika's definition, which

1 See OAU (1991) Treaty establishing the African Economic Community. Abuja;

OAU, June 3rd 1991

2 See Bingu W.T. Mutharika, (1992) Toward Multinational Economic Cooperation
in Africa pp 15.
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does not only apply to countries at large, but to individuals and groups within those 

countries. Women entrepren~eurs who fall within the category of individuals and groups, 

and who have for years been practicing various traditional forms of cooperation would gain 

a lot from well planned and integrated programmes and activities of cooperation. Through 

complementarity and support of initiatives and activities of indigenous women 

entrepreneurs, national and collective self-reliance can be fostered in a cost-effective manner 

to provide a solid foundation for the gowth and expansion of women entrepreneurs in 

Africa. Co-operation can, in addition, help African women entrepreneurs to identify and 

create innovative approaches to development problems and to adapt and disseminate new 

methods and practices for mobilization of financial resources, technical knowledge and skills. 

3. Economic cooperation is not a new phenomenon in Africa. Since independence, a 

period of more than thirty-five years for some African countries, the objective of economic 

co-operation has held its place among the highest priorities on the African agenda. This 

goal has been consistently reaffirmed, notably by the 1980 Lagos Plan of Action, and most 

recently as noted above, at the: OAU meeting in Abuja in June 1991 during which the treaty 

establishing the Pan-African Economic Community (PAEC) was signed. 

4. In the pursuit of this goal, various organizations have been established throughout 

the Africa region, especially during the post-independence era. Some of these include 

Economic Communities, Preferential Trade Areas, Customs Unions, River Basin Unions and 

Monetary and Financial Cooperation Schemes. Beyond the formal integration efforts noted 

above, Africa has also, over the past two decades or so, seen the emergenee of a mult$lfdly 

of intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) often with overlapping objectives but with 

ultimate aim of fostering regional cooperation and integration. 

5. Most of these attempts have met largely with failure. The underlying causes are 

many, and are closely linked with general structural constraints on development in Africa. 

The discussion of detailed specific reasons for the failure of these economic groupings is not 
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within the scope of this paper but perhaps mention should be made of the major factors

which have contributed to failure: lack of genuine desire on the part of African states to

surrender part of their national sovereignty for the collective objective of Africa and to

surrender some measure of decision-making powers to a body they collectively mandate to

carry on with the modalities of fostering co-operation; the historical background of African

countries particularly their colonial heritage and the inherent nature of multinational

economic cooperation; the strains and stresses which inevitably arise as part of the mode

of operation and the institutional mechanisms that are devised to cope with them; the wars

and internal conflicts which have aggravated the situation, and lack of predictable resources

to finance community programmes and projects. All have importantly contributed to the

weakening of cooperative and integrative efforts.

6.: The recent trends of economic cooperation in Africa have been influenced by

interacting changes and developments at the regional and international levels. The

recognition that the international community was not prepared to come to full grips with the

social, economic and political problems facing most of the Third World, and the emergence

of economic blocks in industrialized countries, forced many countries to realize the need to

rely on their own resources and efforts in order to revitalize their economies. -

7. Developments in the overall African political and economic environment are also

notable for their contribution to the recent wave of cooperation in Africa. The progressive

withdrawal of governments from activities in productive sectors and the realization that the

private sector needs to become the driving force in economic growth and integration; and

the liberalization of domestic markets and foreign trade brought about by programmes of

adjustments and reforms have all contributed to the promising signs that cooperation and

integration could pave the way to future progress.

8. More importantly, there is now greater awareness of the constraints to progress

towards the cooperative strategy in Africa, even though there is still some debate about the
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approach for dealing with these problems. Women in this new wave have become much

more involved and their contribution to development recognized and appreciated.

9. Against these developments, economic cooperation and integration in Africa as in

other parts of the world, is continuously seen as an effort not only to promote collective self-

reliance through intra-African trade as envisaged in the Lagos Plan of Action, but also as

a means of promoting real development through joint concrete programmes and forging

socio-economic linkages among nation States.

10. This paper considers the new wave of regionalism and cooperation and looks into the

future prospects in which African women entrepreneurs should participate effectively. The

paper is organized in six main sections. Section I reviews the levels and trends in the growth

and development ofwomen entrepreneurs in Africa and examines their role in the economic

development of the continent. Section II deals with the problems of how to strengthen

cooperation and integration among women entrepreneurs in the African region. It also

briefly reviews African and international agreements embodied in a series of commitments

and action plans that have been adopted and the concrete measures proposed to facilitate

and strengthen cooperation and integration among African women entrepreneurs.

11. Section III addresses the issue of what it takes and how to strengthen cooperation

and integration at the local, national and regional levels. It spells out, in broad terms, the

policy measures and actions needed to enhance the role of African women entrepreneurs

at the national and regional levels towards the overall objective of attaining regional

economic cooperation and integration. It proposes the essential measures to be taken by

national governments as well as the roles to be played by NGOs and women organizations,

the international community and donor organizations. Section IV proposals specific

recommendations for follow up action by all parties concerned at the national, regional and

international levels, while the final section presents a summary of the main lessons learned.
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THE LEVELS AND TRENDS OF THE GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT OF

WOMENENTREPRENEURS INAFRICA

12. Entrepreneurship in Africa remains the main vehicle of economic diversification,

future growth, higher living standards and increasing levels of self-reliance. It is seen by

most African policy makers as significant and having an increasing role in the 1990s and

beyond in reducing unemployment and income disparities between social groups in both

rural and urban areas, and in alleviating the negative effects of structural adjustment

measures.3 African women entrepreneurs in Africa with their micro and small enterprises

are the seed-bed of innovations, they have provided new products and services, and have

applied production technologies and processes adapted to their market and resource

environment.

13. The informal sector which engages most of the women remains a fact of

entrepreneurial life. Employing about 40 million people or 60 per cent of the labor force

in Africa and producing nearly 20 per cent of its gross domestic product, the informal sector

businesses provide a variety of services. Beyond providing services, informal sector

entrepreneurs produce goods ranging from simple farm tools to consumer products for low

income rural and urban groups. The activities of the majority of small enterprises in the

informal sector are trade-related, while only a small percentage belong to the services and

manufacturing sectors. Two forms of trade which engage most women can be distinguished:

domestic and international trade. Domestic informal trade is the most dominant form of

informal activity, practiced in both urban and rural markets.

14. Women constitute the principal labor force in the informal sector, and their numbers

have been growing. Many of the women's informal activities are an extension of their

3 See IL£>(1994) - Entrepreneurship and Small Enterprise Development in Urban

and Rural Sectors. Part one of the Report of the Director-General to the Eighth

African Regional Conference, Mauritius, January 1994.
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traditional roles thus their participation is high in such areas as food and beverages, textiles,

retail trade, pottery, basket weaving etc. Sectoral analysis of women's participation in the

informal sector indicates that they are highly involved in the trade sector. In the early

1990s, it was estimated that more than 75 per cent of informal domestic trade was carried

out by women. In the Congo for instance, 94.1 per cent, in the Gambia 88.9 per cent and

Zambia 90.6 per cent of trade were carried out by women. The trade sector was estimated

to have contributed some 67.8 per cent, 30.3 per cent and 47.8 per cent to the respective

informal sector GDPs of the Congo, the Gambia and Zambia.4

15. Over the recent years, women in Africa have also been playing a growing role in

cross border and international trade. A growing number of women in East and West Africa

have started to travel to neighboring countries and abroad, especially to Europe, Asia and

the middle East for the purpose of exporting and importing different types of consumer

items. Some of the factors which account for the increased prominence and growth of the

cross-border trade include: similarity of ethnic populations at common borders, proximity

of settlements at country borders, tariffs and other regulatory restrictions, disparity in

currency values and exchange rates, shortages of foreign exchange, shortages in commodities,

and commodity price differentials. This informal international trade however, consists of

the flow of unrecorded and unregulated goods and services and the magnitude of many of

these activities in this sector is yet to be properly assessed.

16. However, some African women have managed to have a breakthrough and entered

the formal sector though their participation in most countries is rather marginal. Research

has revealed that women have accumulated enough capital to enter the formal business.

In Malawi for instance, a study by the World Bank showed that women working in the

formal sector make up nearly 20 percent of clerical workers, 27 percent of sales workers,

See Crispin Grey Johnson, (1992) "The African informal Sector at the crossroads,
Kmerging Policy options." The African Development. Vol XVII No 1, Dakar 1992,

pp 74-75
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23 percent of service workers, but less than 5 percent of administrative and managerial

workers.5 In other African countries, the majority of this rather limited group are engaged

in wholesaling of agricultural products mainly vegetables and fruits. The emergence of

women wholesalers have appeared mostly in Ghana, Senegal, Togo and Cameroon.

17. Retail trade is yet another area where the majority of women are engaged in both

the informal and formal trading activities. On the basis ofavailable data, women in retail

trade handle approximately 80 per cent of the trade in local food items (cereals and spices,

fish and fish products, local textiles, jewellery and local garments).* Despite this

proliferation, the majority of women in Africa are still largely in micro-businesses in the

informal sector.

18. Several factors explain the growth of the informal sector in Africa, and the high

concentration of women in this sector. The growth of population and hence of the labor

force has been rapid with no absorption capacity in most African countries especially in the

formal sector; increases in agricultural output have not resulted in employment in

agriculture but have either been stagnant or falling. Countries undergoing structural

adjustment reforms contracted budgetary expenditures by retrenching public services

employees many of whom are women. This has also contributed to the expansion of the

informal sector. On the part of women, their low levels of education makes it difficult for

them to compete in wage employment, and for most wage earners income is not enough to

sustain the, livelihood of their households. Consequently, the women have had to

supplement their incomes by engaging in various trading activities. Lack of access to credit

and other capital requirements are particularly acute for women which forces many to

5 See World Bank, (1990) "Malawi Human Resources Development Study,"
Population and Human Resources Department, Policy Planning and Research,

Report No 7854-NlAL, April 23, 1990, pp. 129.

6 See EGA. (1988>. "The Role and Contribution of African Women in Domestic
Trade." Addis Ababa: E/ECA/Trade/88/3 1988 pg 3
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concentrate at the lower levels of the informal sector because entry requirements are easy

and affordable by poor women.

20. Following from above, the trend of entrepreneurial growth and development among

African women can be traced through a historical and traditional perspective. Historically,

women have always been the motivation behind the success of the daily, bi-weekly or weekly

traditional markets. Traditionally, the African women constitute the backbone of the rural

economies and trade constitutes an important element of their economic activities, providing

the only means to supplement family incomes. This trend has only changed in form

(through expansion and engagements in different activities) rather than character but the

rudiments have remained the same over the years.

21. Hie levels and trends of growth and development ofwomen entrepreneurs in African

economies can also be observed by reviewing their labor force participation rates especially

in the modern sector. Although women's participation in the modern sector has been noted

to be on the increase during the past 15 years, from less than 1 million to 4 million, an

annual growth rate of 10 %, their involvement is still limited to a few sectors, and in

activities and employment that tend to attract lower rewards and prestige.7 In 1985 for

instance, women in the formal sector represented 2.5 % of the total labor force employment

as opposed to 11 % for men. Women's limited involvement is a reflection of the

disadvantages they face as a result of gender discrimination in access to opportunities in the

labor markets, religious biases and lack of education and training opportunities.8

7 Se&ILO (1994) Gender. Poverty and Employment: Turning Capabilities into

entitlement Geneva, ILO, pp 12

8 ibid ■ , .
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22. The size of women in the labor market fluctuate from country to country, for

instance, Botswana having the fastest growth rate: from 6% in 1970 to 25 % in 1985; Malawi

from 1% to 6% in the same period; Tanzania from 0.6% to 2 %; Swaziland from 9% to

20%; Liberia from 3.6% to 9%. Mauritius recorded the highest rate which was at 59% in

the same year (1985). Given gender disparities in employment opportunities, a very small

percentage of women have been hired in textile, clothing, footwear and beverage industries

9. The service sector employed more women than the industrial sector. In the same sector,

countries of West Africa, the share of the female labor force varies from less than 2 per cent

in Guinea, Mali, Burkina Faso to over 70 per cent in Benin. In Ghana, the ratio of women

in professional, technical, administrative and managerial work is 52%, while in Sao Tome

they represent 60% and 53% of professional and technical services. In administrative and

managerial levels; Kenya and Uganda represent the highest rate , 3.5% and 3.1 respectively,

while in Rwanda, Togo, Burundi and Ghana women's representation in these categories is

less than 1%. However, given the current widely implemented policy of retrenchment and

cuts in social service, one can conclude that the proportion of women in formal wage

employment is still low and this declining trend is projected to continue in the years to come

because of the consequential effects of the reforms.

23. However, some improvements have been registered, for example, in women's

representation in both cabinet and parliament as a result of the wind of democratization

engulfing the region, with around 16-17% . In Nigeria and Ghana, the number of women

in elective positions both in political parties and government is increasing, while Uganda

even appointed the first women Vice President in the region. In North Africa, on the other

hand, the economic and industrial development of these countries (Morocco, Tunisia,

Algeria, Egypt etc) are associated with significant increases of women's participation in

9
It should be pointed out that within the commercial informal sector of these

industries, women predominate. The remarks above pertain to the formal sector

of these industries. Obviously, women entrepreneurs command a disproportionate
share of the informal sector of the same industries.
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manufacturing and tertiary services. This is due to the favorable social policies adopted in

Egypt during the period of Nasser, the Algerian constitution of 1976 prohibiting

discrimination on the basis of sex, while the Tunisian constitution and its comprehensive

civil code granted equal rights to employment. However, even in these societies where some

progress has been registered, the level and trends in women's participation in the formal

sector has been insignificant. The general conclusion from all these developments and

foregoing arguments is that regional integration schemes have failed in sub-saharan Africa

is probably justified to the extent that these schemes and countries have neglected the

important roles that the development, support and incorporation of women entrepreneurs

could play in the development of the region.

24. The informal sector has long been ignored by most African governments. Women's

entrepreneurial activities in the sector are characterized by a fragile production base,

undeveloped trading infrastructure and limited surplus production in subsistence agriculture.

Lack of access to credit poses the most serious constraint to informal sector development.

This is particularly acute for women, most of whom would succeed as entrepreneurs in the

informal sector if only they had the requisite financial resources. Because of the low quality

of the materials they use, lack of training and technology, the range of goods they can

produce is limited which also limits the scope for diversification and expansion. In respect

of farming operations, price regulations, marketing boards, etc have all worked against the

interests of small fanners of whom women constitute a significant proportion. In the area

of technology especially with regard to food production and processing and preservation, the

most serious constraints include lack of modern equipment/facilities, storage and packaging.

25. Entrepreneurial or managerial weakness is another constraint faced by women in

their small enterprises operations10. Weaknesses in these areas may be traced to a number

10 See Arturo Tolentino and Stelios Theocharides, (1994) ILO, Strengthening

Rmstiny Small Enterprises. Small Enterprise Development Programme,

Entrepreneurship and Management Development Branch, Geneva:ILO, pp 3.
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of factors such as the smallness of the operations which does not justify an in-house teani

of specialists to render services in the various areas of management, or the enterprise has

neither the financial resources nor the networking capability to access specialized

management assistance. The fact that the business is small means usually that it will have

very limited resources. Struggling for survival may take up a great deal of management

time^Wqmen owners deal with the totality of the business and perform all, the tasks which

in large companies are undertaken by functional managers. They in their day to day

operations embrace marketing, selling, control, finance-production and human relations

management. They will neither have time for training, nor time for in-depth problem

solving aimed at identifying training needs. ;

26. Inaccessibility to markets or segmented markets is yet another obstacle to

entrepreneurial development in Africa. The size of the market for many of the informal

sector micro enterprise depend on personal relationships or goods being customer-designed.

This limits the potential for intra-entrepreneurial growth and economies arising from

production on a larger scale cannot be achieved." Domestic markets for most African

countriesare small with a lot of limitations that micro and medium enterprises cannot easily

grow to reap economies of large scale production. For instance, of the fifty-three member

African countries, only about ten countries have estimated population figures of over 20

million.12 Women entrepreneurs need to be assisted in order to grow in order to take

advantage of the regional market- opportunities offered by economic cooperation and

integration. Opening boundaries between neighboring States to allow free movement of

people and goods is a key element in this regarded national policies should move towards

freer internal and transboundary markets.

See ECA, (1992) "Measures for thR Stimulation. Development and Prnmntin
Indigenous Entrepreneurial Capacity inAfri,-^ A/frfo Ahnbq-

ECA/PHSD/E/PAM/92/1, Development Management Series No.l, p. 34.

The 1994 Revision,
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27. Inadequate infrastructure reflected in weak transportation, telecommunications, water

and power has several consequences on incomes and productivity of the informal sector

enterprises. Inter-African trade among women entrepreneurs is hampered by a number of

factors such as limited mobility or communications services that prevent women from

promoting their businesses beyond their immediate locality, which also limits the scope for

expansion through investment in machinery and equipment and access to broader markets.

28. Inaccessibility to information is with regard not only to markets, finance, technology

and sources of other inputs, but also to changes in the business environment, administrative

procedures etc which are essential to the survival and growth of small business

enterprises.13 Very often, access to information is blocked by factors such as women

entrepreneurs limited education and restricted circle of contacts and network; Small

business owners can gain a lot from each other and should be assisted and supported in

obtaining various information that can help them grow in their entrepreneurial ventures.

29. Indigenous technological capacity also remains an area of relative weakness in

African business circles. Lack of practical know how and of appropriate technology and

sources of technical assistance has proved to be major constraints. Women entrepreneurs

generally rely on their own technical knowledge or on a partner with technical skills and

often acquire their skills on the job. Women in this sector develop their business systems

and niethods of operation by a process of invention, copying others and making mistakes

an<3 learning from them. As a result, most of their systems are appropriate to their

particular kind of business rather than standardized to help them develop techniques that

will improve the performance of their business.

30. However, the concentration of women within this sector, and their weak access to

soi rces of inputs and services forces them to rely on each other and at the same time to

13 See Arturo Tolentino and Stelios Theocharides op.cit pp 4.
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compete with each other. Women's saving groups, banking and credit organizations of

various kinds, trade associations and producer groups provide many women with social and

corporate strength to enter and maintain business activity.

31, Women's participation in the economic life of a country and their contribution to

Gross Domestic product (GDP) is critical and has a direct impact on the economic and

social structures of African nations. Because of this and their numerical significance as a

proportion of the economically active part of Africa's populations, the important role women

play in Africa's development process through their entrepreneurial activities needs to be

given more prominence in the policies and planning processes of African countries. Any

realistic distribution of incentives to stimulate and encourage indigenous women

entrepreneurial capacity must carefully target the most promising informal sector ventures

for assistance.

//. THE NEED TO STRENGTHEN COOPERATIONAND INTEGRATIONAMONG
WOMENENTREPRENEURS

32^ A number of resolutions and strategies have been passed by the United Nations

General Assembly and its subsidiary bodies to integrate women in the formal and informal

sectors, nationally, sub-regionally and regionally. In the Africa region, the Arusha and the

Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women have emphatically

stressed the need for governments to create a supportive and favorable policy environment

that will enhance their capacity and power to develop and participate actively in trade,

commerce as well as production. Within the same context, the recently adopted African

Platform for Action: the African Common Position for the Advancement of Women also

recognizes and emphasizes the need to economically empower women through stimulating,

consolidating and coordinating the entrepreneurial spirit and skills of African women and
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provide accessibility to both formal and informal sector resources. I4 Other similar

resolutions not particularly directed to women but to the informal sector in general include

the resolution which was adopted during the Conference of African Ministers (1994)

responsible for Economic and social Development and Planning which underlined the

importance of developing entrepreneurial capacities for sustained economic growth and

development as from the mid 1990s and well into the 21st century.15 In a world of

powerful industrial nations, with their powerful transnational corporations, Africa requires

a system of economic and social relations that re-links women's entrepreneurial activities

at the national, sub-regional and regional levels and thus establish meaningful mutually

beneficial processes between Africa and the rest of the world.

33, One of the guiding principles for women's cooperative strategy and for Africa as a

whole, is to take a different form, and begin with those actions or measures that are in their

power to take to forge and maintain a system of effective links among African member

states. This will require a pragmatic approach towards cooperation in Africa, based on the

recognition that sub-regional economic integration and the effective internalization of

national economic policies into sub-regional programmes may take decades to accomplish.

In most African States, there does not exist as yet effective institutional arrangements and

administrative machinery adequately equipped to translate collective declarations and

political goodwill into operational development programmes, that will lead to immediate

African economic cooperation and integration. What therefore needs to be done, is the

commitment by African governments, regional and women organizations, to facilitate the

designing and formation of viable and "bankable" programmes and projects that can be

14 See IiQA,;(1995) African Platform for Action. African Common Position for

Advancement of Women. Addis Ababa ECA,p 9.

15 EGA, (1994) The Informal Sector in Africa: Creating an Enabling Environment,

Addis Ababa: ECA/PHSD/HRP/94/13[4(b)] p.l
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34. Women in Africa already understand the necessity of mutually uniting all their

efforts, ideas and experiences so as to participate fully with men in the struggle of

transforming the economies of their respective countries. The increasing number of women

organizations and groups is a proof that the African women are capable of jointly

confronting the challenges facing them. Women groups and associations like the African

Federation of Women Entrepreneurs (AFWE), the Federation of Eastern and Southern

Women Business Association (FEMCOM) as well as the women groups and associations

existing in national territories; are a few examples of the many mutual and supportive pillars

that have sprang up in Africa. Consequently, in the course of policy convergence for

regional economic cooperation and integration there is need to survey measures likely to

promote a real impetus of all African women in the effective participation in policies and

strategies for economic cooperation and integration. Enhancing their entrepreneurial role

through development of a strong and viable informal sector will no doubt increase the

flexibility with which the domestic economy can rapidly respond to changes in the local,

regional and international environments. Increasing their accessibility to the formal private

sector will not only enhance their visibility in the process of economic growth but will

guarantee that their participation is sustainable.

35. For this reason, in the short-run emphasis should be given to mobilize groups of

African women entrepreneurs and other organizations for collective action in the

identification, designing and implementation of a limited number of projects and

programmes taking into account the unique socio-economic characteristics and constraints

of each country and subregion. Indeed, as we have already noted, a dynamic organized

system of domestic entrepreneurial capacity and trade is a key element in boosting

production, job creation and the distribution of income, all of which are' preconditions to the

expansion and promotion of mtra-African and external trade.16

16 See ECA, (1988V The Role and Contribution of African Women in Domestic

Trade. Addis Ababa: E/ECA/TRADE/88/3 paper presented in a Regional

Workshop on Integration of Women in Trade and Commerce p 1.
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36. Informal trade is important in its contribution to regional integration. It is through

trade across regions and country borders that markets are significantly expanded,

technological information is exchanged, and goods which are abundant in one region yet

scarce in another are distributed. Cognizant of this, the United Nations system in the 1990s

called for enhancing the importance of the informal sector in the development of African

national economies.17 In addition, the Economic Commission for Africa has included

"creating an enabling environment for enhancing the effectiveness of the informal sector,

developing market networks between the formal and informal'sectors and the progressive

integration of the informal sector into the formal sector" as a part of the a comprehensive

approach to poverty reduction in Africa.18

37. Strengthening women's entrepreneurial capacities will involve building up their

managerial capabilities and making the access to funds easier through a package of services

which include, among other things, developing financial management capability within the

enterprises, improving accessing to credit through special schemes, assisting directly in loan

negotiations with financial institutions and influencing banks to be more receptive and

flexible to the requirements of women entrepreneurs. More importantly^ fcse institutions

and schemes need to be encouraged to open branches in rural economies and provide "soft"

loans for businesses

38. Developing market opportunities and expanding present market coverage through

cooperation and integration will create economies of large scale production which women

17 See International Labor Organization (1991), The Dilemma of the Informal
Sector. Report of the Director-General to the International Labor Conference,

78th Session, 1991 Geneva p. 56.

18 See ECA, (1994) African Common Position on Human and Social Development

in Africa. Addis Ababa: E/ECA/PHSD/MC/94/5, presented at the first meeting

of the conference of African Ministers responsible for Human Development, 20-

21 January 1994 p. 16.
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entrepreneurs require to overcome the constraints and problems associated with micro and

medium scale enterprises. Empirical evidence on economic transformation demonstrates

that self-sustained development involves a qualitative shift in output from simple consumer

goods in favor of those which require complex and technologically advanced techniques.

This would be possible where the size of the market is sufficiently large to facilitate

backward and forward linkages; A large market would also make it possible to boost trade

and the bargaining power of small women entrepreneurs.

39. Improved economies of scale take a particular importance today because in most

cases, though not all, the optimum size of the plant increases with technological progress.

This does not mean that the largest is always the one of the optimum size. But the larger

the market the greater is the likelihood that conditions will be created to increase the

capability for the absorption and adaptation of new technology. In the case of most goods

and services in African markets especially products arid services produced by women, the

latest technology will have to be used if they are to compete successfully in their own

markets against imports from developed countries. Further, the purchase and acquisition

of technology for industrial development and manufacturing continues to be a difficult

problem. Transnational corporations continue to dominate the research, development and

sale of technology to African countries. This problem will require joint decisions to

consider the establishment of integrated industries, and in determining the balance between

the cost of technology and its advantages to the development process. However, business

women should make use of the regional centres like the African Regional Centre for

Technology (ARCT) based in Dakar, and the African Regional Centre for Engineering

Design and Manufacturing (ARCEDEM) based in Ibadan, Nigeria. These are well

established Centres with extensive experience and knowledge of required training for women

entrepreneurs in Africa, and which can in addition provide advisory services with regard to

the appropriate technology, as well as methods of adaptation.
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40. Inter-firm cooperation, networking, creation of indigenous technology and

development of human resources can easily be achieved through joint ventures locally and

regionally. Entrepreneurs every where need advice, information, sharing of ideas etc which

can be provided through networks sub-regionally and regionally. Inter-firm co-operation

promotes joint marketing activities - market research, information collection and data

collection, joint promotion, production sharing and upgrading of management and technical

skills through joint training which could all be achieved at lower costs if women groups and

associations agreed to cooperate in the establishment of such facilities.

41. The foregoing section analyses the trends of women entrepreneurs in Africa, and the

range of constraints that affect their effectiveness. From these constraints policy measures

and recommendations can be distilled for promoting cooperation among African women

entrepreneurs as a vehicle for future growth, higher living standards and sustained

development. These insights and recommendations are the focus of the section below.

42. Women's participation in the economic life of a country and their contribution to

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is critical and has direct impact on the economic and social

structures of African nations. Because of this and their numerical significance, the

important role women play in Africa's development process needs to be given more

prominence in the policies and planning process of African countries.

43. Promoting cooperation and integration among African women entrepreneurs will

require a dynamic, organized and viable system of domestic production with forward and

backward linkages between the formal and informal sectors to be able to create an enabling

environment for the transformation and development of coordinated sub-regional and
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regional investments and/or production. African governments will have to adopt a set of

policies that will restructure national economic structures and influence activities in key

economic sectors which also engage most women entrepreneurs.

44. In the short-run therefore, emphasis should be given to proximate objectives in each

country which will lead to policy convergence and strategies that will transform women

entrepreneurs productivity and production including the quality of goods and services, create

effective targeted measures that will help improve the economic bargaining power ofwomen

through organization and participation. This would result not only in market

competitiveness, but will also increase the volume of intra-African trade, and foster trade

flows from Africa towards the rest of the world. In this regard, up-to-date knowledge on the

range of informal sector businesses, relevant information on specific women entrepreneurs

needs and requirements is needed, and the identification of those activities that would

enhance such objectives as economic diversification and markets.

45. The broad actions required to create the enabling environment for the development

of women entrepreneurs in Africa include the macroeconomic, fiscal, monetary policies,

trade as well as various sectoral, infra-structural and regulatory policies. Promoting the

macro-economic framework will entail policies that will create a conducive and stable

environment to influence the growth and expansion of the informal and private sector

especially women's micro and small-scale enterprises. Governments therefore need to

institute deliberate interventions to stimulate aggregate savings, investments and

consumption, holding down inflation; and maintaining a reasonable balance of payments

with the rest of the world. Targeted macro-economic policies would also be needed to

break the barriers to markets, finance, raw materials and other inputs such as utilities that

separate the structures and institutions of the informal sector from the formal sector and

thus provide a better general operating environment and business confidence particularly

for the development of micro and small informal sector businesses which mostly engage

women entrepreneurs.
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46. The fiscal policy, especially nondiscriminatory taxes, low interest rates, reduction in

subsidies will be required to encourage a sustainable overalj, growth pattern in the

economies. Micro and small enterprises proportionally bear high tax burdens than large

enterprises and these are incurred through direct income and enterprises taxes and/or

through indirect taxation of inputs and outputs. The taxation.policy should be more

pragmatic in the sense that it should be linked to turn overs or profits and should be

constantly reviewed to reflect the performance of the enterprises. In cases where it is

deemed necessary, women-owned enterprises should be granted entitlement to duty-free

importation of capital goods and raw materials for production purposes and other

concessionary treatment. However, fiscal policy alone will not provide the desired changes

and will need to be complemented by other reform measures like financial and monetary

policies.

47. In view of the fact that the women operators especially in the informal sector largely

depend on own savings or informal financial arrangements, financial and monetary policies

adopted by African governments should be those that would encourage women operators

to grow and expand their businesses. In order to strengthen women's financial capacity,

African governments should improve access to credit and financial resources by establishing

specialized financial institutions designed to serve the informal and private sectors, with

special consideration to women entrepreneurs. Such institutions should be able to address

the need for collateral free credit, work with those who have little education; train the

women in credit usage and be transparent, accountable and flexible in their operations.

48. Governments could also assist in the establishment and provision of other sources of

funds, of long-term financing and working capital through special schemes such as mutualist

credit guarantee schemes; co-operative financing, lease purchase arrangements and trade

credit guarantee schemes; assisting directly in loan negotiations with financial institutions

including preparation of feasibility studies and other necessary documents and in the

conduct of actual negotiations; and influencing banks to be more receptive to the
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requirements of women entrepreneurs.19 Commercial banks can play a big role to assist

the private sector including women entrepreneurs to provide loans and other financial

resources on concessionary terms.

49. National Governments should also streamline and reform trade policy, business

registration, licensing and administrative controls and procedures that entangle business, to

create a supportive business climate. Trade and industrial policies must not favor large

enterprises at the expense of small ones. Investment codes and procedures tailored to

promote and develop women's micro and small-scale enterprises should be adopted while

subcontracting arrangements could be promoted to ensure expanded markets as well as

technological upgrading of informal activities. In recent practice under structural adjustment

programmes (SAPs) many African governments have maintained a system of-price

regulation in areas where market failures are noted while initiating trade policy measures

beneficial to micro-enterprises and informal sector operators 20. These regulations and

reforms should in addition be able to reform business standards to meet health, safety and

environmental concerns.21

50. Infrastructural facilities will have to be improved along side all the other measures

if cooperation and integration among women entrepreneurs is to be promoted on a

sustainable basis. The building of secondary and access roads, establishing

telecommunication services in urban and rural areas, potable water and electricity will

directly promote the development of women enterprises. These measures should be

promoted in conjunction with relaxed immigration procedures to allow a certain degree of

freedom of movement of individuals and goods.

19 See ILO, (1994) Arturo Tolentino and Stelios Theocharides, op.cit. p.6

20 Ibid

21 See ECA, (1994) Op.cit.
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51. Given the competitive environment in which entrepreneurs operate and at a time of

shortage of external resources, governments must assist in mobilizing groups of African

women entrepreneurs for collective action and in the identification and implementation of

collective goals and objectives especially through trade groupings. National women business

groups and associations in their own plans and activities must themselves pursue policies

which can internalize cooperation and the plans once launched must be implemented in

such a way as to make possible the realization of long and short-run goals and benefits.

Recent research and policy experiences demonstrate that market driven technology and skill

transfer has been successful in Senegal where an ILO/UNCDF project helped to introduce

widespread and successful grain-milling based on small-scale rural mills run by cooperative

groups of local women n. These groups should be able to mobilize funding nationally and

regionally, and not rely heavily on foreign resources to implement regional programmes and

projects.

52. Considering that the majority of women in Africa are traders, the commercial

approach which relies chiefly on trade as well as the increased production approach, as

vehicles for integration should be encouraged and promoted by womei: groups. An

organized system of domestic trade is a key element in boosting production and facilitates

the creation and access to markets, which could lead to regional planned investments and

production. Further, it could create an enabling environment for development of

appropriate technology through improved production and markets.

53. Further, given that women entrepreneurs in Africa use skills and techniques learnt

informally on the job through employment or acquaintances, which skills have not been

adequate to encourage the growth of their micro-enterprises into modern enterprises,

women groups and associations should be assisted to promote joint training within and

22 ILO, (1994) op.cit. p.25.
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between countries, group action learning, and upgrading management and technical skills.

54. Productivity improvement, expansion and diversification involves the use of better

production methods and technologies. Efforts should be directed at making available a

comprehensive package of assistance which will strengthen the network of institutions that

provide training and advisory services and link women entrepreneurs with sources of

information. Such assistance could necessitate addressing the needs of a particular sector

or enterprise that has growth possibilities and is interested in growth and development. In

this kind of framework, sectoral targeted groups should be defined, needs identified, and the

enterprises encouraged to organize into training groups nationally, and also encouraged to

visit and train in other countries regionally and internationally. This should be encouraged

and supported and in order to create greater impact, such groupings could be encouraged

to participate in the identification of constraints and problems and recommend specific

strategies and services. Through their grassroots initiatives, women organize and develop

plans that reflect their experiences under difficult economic circumstances.

55. Technology related services are also needed including training in capability and

management of technology. Exposure to new technology options through the provision of

information and direct contacts through study missions, technology trade fairs, technical

advisory services etc, would need to be arranged within this kind of package.

56. Governments are further urged to re-examine and restructure the entire educational

system, with particular attention focused on providing good quality basic education,

especially to girls, and to revise the educational curricula to develop the attributes of

entrepreneurship in the educational system in recognition of the emphasis on self-

employment.23

23
See ECA, (1994) op.cit. p.26
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At the Regional Level:

57. Regional Organizations can play an important role in laying the foundation, and

paving the way to forge new and stronger co-operative links among African women

entrepreneurs with neighboring African countries based on mutuality of interest and

complementality of resources. The importance and relevance of this "first Global Women

Entrepreneurs Trade Fair and Investment Forum" in Accra cannot be overemphasized.

From this global forum the South-South exchanges which will emerge are likely to intertwine

with South-North interactions which will only lead to mutually beneficial outcomes. They

will provide instructive lessons for refining macroeconomic policies that will enhance women

entrepreneurial abilities, and the economic development of the region. Policy reforms and

strategies will therefore be necessary in the existing regional organizations like ECOWAS,

COMESA, SADCC, UMA etc to provide technical assistance geared towards sub-regional

and regional cooperation among women entrepreneurs. These organizations should play the

catalyst role in designing incremental but comprehensive approaches to sub-regional

economic cooperation among women, devise strategies for mobilizing resources, for

strengthening specific functional forms of cooperation and create an enabling environment

for the free movement of goods, services, labor and capital.

58. Women entrepreneurs in Africa have already grouped themselves in various mutual

economic organizations and associations. However, the existing groupings are not only intra-

sub-regional but also duplicate each others efforts as there are several in one subregion

pursuing the same objectives. This results not only in duplication but also competition,

inconsistencies and fragmentation. The first step should be a gradual integration of the

smaller groupings into one multipurpose sub-regional grouping with joint programmes and

pooling of resources.

Embracing multipurpose organizations like the African Federation ofWomen Entrepreneurs

(AFWE), the Federation of Women in Business for Eastern and Southern Africa

(FEMCOM), etc should create and enabling environment and promote the effective
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integration and participation ofwomen in common market trade and development activities.

These Federations should strengthen the support for economic and social cooperation by

defining appropriate strategies and priorities and by intensifying actions aimed at identifying

and preparing multinational projects at national and regional levels . Within the same

framework, the Federations should coordinate actions to mobilize international assistance

for the achievement of collective goals and objectives.

59. Through comprehensive surveys and research the regional organizations should be

able to identify positive and negative features of each sub-region as well as policies and

strategies with a view to coordinating integration activities in the sub-regions especially those

which can strengthen the cooperation among business women and entrepreneurs.

60. In order to assist women entrepreneurs intensify exchanges outside their usual

environment with a view to widen the scope of their activities and stimulate their creativity,

efforts should be made to enhance information networks and related services. Regional

organizations should assist in the establishment of comprehensive data bases where these

do not exist at national levels incorporating economic data, and data related especially to

trade development. This could lead to the establishment of sub-regional information

networks and data banks again where they do not exist, that will provide women

entrepreneurs with information on market opportunities, information on technology

development, financial resources, training opportunities etc. It would also promote inter-

firm collaboration and networking between small enterprises and also between small and

larger enterprises. Note should be taken of the fact that some countries and IGOs have

done extensive data collection which could be beneficial to the private sector and to

business women especially. The COMESA TINET is one such example. What needs to be

done is to widely publicize this data, and also to make it easily accessible to the private

Sector, including women entrepreneurs. I ■■ ■

61. Inter-firm co-operation and networking can involve joint marketing activities-market
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research^ information collection, joint promotion, production sharing in the case of big

orders, upgrading management arid technical skills through joint training, group action-

learning, group based credit schemes with financial institutions and sponsoring common

services such as book-keeping, accounting and quality testing. Given that most African

countries are of un economic size, and the fact that most women production systems are

non-viable with insufficient capital accumulation, regional associations and groups could be

assisted to carry out market research with aim of expanding markets, through trade links

and/or opening up trading branches and shops in African member states and internationally,

beyond the region. By convening meetings, and through coordination and communication

with chambers of commerce, such schemes can be realized.

62. The EGA within its new strategic directions is committed to fostering development

ofmodern information systems focusing on development of an African information structure,

organization of Africa's development information and dissemination of African information.

African governments, women organizations and groups should support and make effective

use of this initiative which will among other things facilitate connections through electronic

media. Women entrepreneurs should therefore network to develop the capacity through

education and training for the adoption, adaptation and effective use of the information

technology.

Measures from the Donor Community:

63. The donor or international community has expertise, skills and means in terms of

financial resources which could be utilized to assist African governments in the development

of entrepreneurship. The donor community has an important role to play. Through their

funding of TCDC of women's grassroots and entrepreneurial organizations, impact studies

can be conducted in selected countries to determine and encourage women entrepreneurs
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networking, leadership and entrepreneurial training schemes.24 One of the key steps to

support the informal sector and entrepreneurial development, is to assist in conducting

national surveys on informal sector activities that will advance the knowledge of this sector.

Similarly, African governments could be assisted in designing effective policies for informal

sector development particularly with a view to removing such constraints as may exist in the

growth of the enterprises, and to promoting closer and more mutually beneficial linkages

between the informal and formal sectors.

64. Women entrepreneurs and the informal sector in general have not effectively

participated in export promotion, which has previously been benefiting large firms, yet some

of the products have good export potential. Strategies could be developed to identify

potential products and assist in the marketing of these products. The donor community

could in addition assist in provision of credit facilities with unconventional banking practices,

specifically designed to meet the needs of women entrepreneurs, and the informal sector in

general. The donor community could also nationally and regionally assist build bridges

between middle class professionals and grassroots women organizations to form partnerships

to enhance the entrepreneurial skills of poor women. Such national networks should be

extended sub-regionally and regionally tp empower women particularly with regards to

upgrading women entrepreneurial skills.

65. NGOs in most countries have done a lot to assist the private sector in various ways

both.in rural and urban areas. They have provided both financial and technical assistance

to women initiatives. This kind of support should be encouraged and, supported by

governments and women themselves, by provision of the required facilities especially the

infrastructure. Women entrepreneurs should in turn through their set ups and net-works try

to gather information on NGOs that exist within their countries and localities to utilize the

facilities they provide. Provision of technical, financial, information and networking, as well

24 'TCDC stands for Technical Cooperation for Developing Countries.
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as managerial and organizational training are some of the services which could be tapped

by women from NGOs. ; r

IV. SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMMEDIATE FOLLOW UPACTION:

66. African Governments in collaboration with women entrepreneurs should:

facilitate the promotion of policy dialogue in support and strengthening of

women's participation in policy formulation and implementation, by organizing

workshops and meetings for exchange of views, sharing of ^experiences;;

consensus-building and adoption of action plans and strategies for cooperation

and integration. Within this framework;

the plans formulated must have the right timing between measurgs of

different kinds, and be well adapted to particular conditions in the countries

concerned; and

this dialogue should in addition strengthen the support for economic and

social; cooperation by defining appropriate strategies and priorities and by

intensifying action aimed at identifying and preparing joint venture projects

and programmes.

67. African Governments in collaboration with UN specialized agencies and the donor

community should:

assist in the establishment of business extension centres in rural and urban

areas which can provide^ advice to entrepreneurs on projects, appropriate

technology, marketing and distribution, research etc. This would necessitate

the creation and training of business leaders, strengthening of labor unions

and of socio-economic groups who will contribute to a better coordination of
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programs and initiatives within regional economic communities.

the EGA should through its Pan-African Development Information System

(PADIS) and other relevant divisions support and encourage the training of

women entrepreneurs in information science and technology, and also assist

in provision of facilities that will encourage wide coverage and access.

68. In collaboration with Women NGOs and regional bodies African Governments

should assist in the establishment of:

• reliable data base (qualitatively and quantitatively) especially sub-regionally

to help countries or groups in the planning, evaluation and monitoring ofjoint

programmes and ventures. In this regard, the data base should, in addition,

establish a detailed list of products, services and goods based on an analysis

of trade flows to identify those marketable within member States as well as

those exportable outside the continent.

the information and data services which already exist at national, sub-regional

and regional levels should be widely publicized for women entrepreneurs to

take advantage of them.

69. With the initiative of Women groups and associations and with the assistance of

governments and regional organizations every effort and encouragement should be made

to:

• foster the convening of sector conferences, seminars and workshops that will

promote a regular exchange of information and views between business
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women and women entrepreneurs.

70. National Chambers of Commerce and other trade promotional centers should:

• assist in the fostering and promotion of trade and business among women

entrepreneurs based on their experience, data and information accumulated

over time.

■*■■ • ensure adequate protection of the interests of businesses; assist in formulation

of key policies and viewpoint of business on key issues that affect it; influence

constructively the environment in which business operates; help business to

adapt to the realities which cannot be changed; and last but not least, be the

voice of business.

71. The above kind of framework could help facilitate the growth and development of

& dynamic set of joint programmes, investments and projects and could in addition assist in

the promotion of joint marketing, starting at national levels and expanded into sub-regional

and regional ventures.

72. The principal asset of women is their labor. Increasing the productivity of this asset

through improvements in education and skill training is therefore one of the key elements

which is likely to improve their position in their entrepreneurial activities. Improved

education and training levels have been shown to raise productivity as better educated and

trained women are more willing to innovate and better able to absorb information on new

techniques of production.

73. Vocational training outside the regular school system is another important area which

offers a chance to acquire appropriate skills. It is therefore important for governments and

groups of women organizations to:
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seriously look into ways and means of promoting education among women,

both formal training offered by national institutions, and non-formal training

which covers apprenticeship and skills training.

VI. SUMMARYAND CONCLUSIONS:

74. Among the main lessons learned is the recognition that the strategy for

entrepreneurial development among African women will have to be based on cooperation

and integration of programmes and activities nationally, sub-regionally and regionally.

Regional cooperation and integration is viewed as a means as well as an instrument for

collective betterment because it is designed not only to expand trade, but also to encourage

and promote diversification of national economies, and to increase the region's bargaining

power with the rest of the world. Based on this recognition, the approach to cooperation

and integration has to be pragmatic, and should be based on national policies that will

create sound, self-sustaining domestic production base among member countries. Through

collective action, women entrepreneurs should be able to promote and strengthen sub-

regional and regional collective self-reliance within a framework of broad-based

participation and development of human resources, and, should in addition, create physical

integration of the region through the establishment of mutually beneficial and equitable

trade and business relations within Africa, and the rest of the world.

75. To ensure success of this pragmatic and gradual approach to cooperation and

integration, it is imperative that governments and regional organizations recognize the

various specific problems which arise in an integrated process and endeavor to determine

which methods are likely to be successful in solving these problems.

76. Another important lesson learned is that women's organizations with South-South

linkages and North-South partnerships provide a good forum to translate entrepreneurial

strategies into implementable programmes and projects. Action-oriented studies on
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cooperate strategies and on problems should be carried out first, and should form part of

the action programme. However, the desired role of enhancing cooperation and integration

among women entrepreneurs should be defined largely in the first place by women

themselves, both through their more intensive participation in social, economic and political

domains, especially at decision making levels, and through proper organization. Women

themselves should be a fresh source of ideas and priorities which would help to find better

alternatives for their economic development and empowerment. However, their efforts and

initiatives should be supported and supplemented by targeted action from governments,

regional and international organizations to remove the barriers and constraints that have

been the major impediments to their effective participation in this sector.




