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SUMMARY OF PROCEEDINGS
Introduction

1.
The Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) took an unprecedented step of marking its 40th
Anniversary by convening an International Conference on the theme, "African Women and Economic
Development: Investing in Our Future" in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. During this memorable event
which started on Tuesday 28 April 1998, the UN Conference Centre was inaugurated by The UN
Secretary-General, Mr Kofi Annan. Approximately one thousand women and men representing Airican

Governments, civil society, non-governmental and private sector organizations, and international
agencies gathered for the four-day meeting whose primary focus was on African women's past and future
contributions to Africa and the world, the imperatives for eliminating gender discrimination and the
strategies for advancing this cause.

2.
A key feature of the Conference was the participatory approach adopted throughout: from
inception, to the preparatory conference in February, right up to the conference itself. The Conference
was an excellent model of effective partnerships and collaboration between different actors. The African

Centre for Women (ACW) worked closely with a group of consultants, NGOs, different divisions of the
ECA, the UNDP, UNICEF, UNHCR, UNFPA and international donors to realise its objectives. During
the conference itself, there was evidence of the dynamism and creativity of African women. In addition,
there were signs of growing support for African women, from African men and ECA's partners uniting
in solidarity to work towards a new Africa for the new millenium.

3.

The Conference focused on four crucial themes :
•
•

Theme 1: Developing African economies : The role of women;
Theme 2: Achieving good governance : The essential participation of
women;

•
•

Theme 3: African women and the Information Age : A new window of opportunity;
Theme 4: Creating Opportunities for Africa's new generation.

4.
The participatory methodology used ensured that participants from all sectors held intensive
discussions on each of these themes, and developed strategies for future action to advance the
development of African women into the new millenium. There were ample opportunities for networking,
plenary discussions of the reports and sessions to develop frameworks for effective and equal
partnerships between agencies.
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5.
The opening session was chaired by the Right Honourable Mr. Richard Kaijuka, MP,
Chairman of the Bureau of the Commission and the Minister of Economic Planning and Development
of the Republic of Uganda.
6.
In his opening statement, His Excellency, Ato Meles Zenawi commended the Economic
Commission for Africa (ECA) for choosing to mark its Anniversary with a timely and appropriate focus
on African women. He stressed that future progress in empowering African women required effective
sensitization and consensus-building, at both local and international levels, to be followed up with
effective, practical measures based upon a common plan of action.

7.

Noting that societies that failed to fully utilize half of their human resources could not escape

poverty and backwardness, Prime Minister Meles Zenawi argued that the liberation of African women
was not just an imperative of justice, but a practical necessity which can best be realised through
dedicated grassroots work and political activism.
8.

The Right Honourable Mr Kaijuka, Chairman of the Bureau of the Commission and the

Minister of Economic Planning and Development of the Republic of Uganda then gave a brief

account of the history of the ECA since its inception on 2nd April 1958. He observed that the ECA has
both spearheaded and supported a series of substantial initiatives including: the Lagos Plan of Action,
the Abuja Treaty, and the African Information Society Initiative.
9.

It has engaged in efforts to build capacity, to strengthen scivil society, and provided a meeting

ground for expertise and work on industrialisation, science and technology,

regional cooperation,

economic and development policy-making, and social affairs. He paid tribute to the pioneering role of
ECA as the earliest UN agency to undertake work in the field of women in development: promoting
Render equity, the economic and social empowerment of women, and reinforcing their legal and human

rights.
10.

.".-.,.■
The Honourable Mr. Mats Karlsson, State Secretary, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of the

Government of Sweden, commended the ECA for a far-reaching pre-Anniversary revitalization which
has strengthened the Commission as a crucial element of not just the African but also the global

governance structures. Globalization, he stated, can be made to work in Africa's favour, and asserted
Sweden's commitment and solidarity. He noted, also, that a new democratic culture would emerge only
when women organize themselves and take part in the leadership of their societies. He observed that
men's understanding of gender perspectives needs to be taken further, towards empowering women as

a precondition for the eradication of poverty. He concluded that social and economic development

retires a vibrant civil society which retains public responsibility for social justice and human
development in a market economy.

11.

The UN Secretary-General, Mr. Kofi Annan described an African renaissance:

Africa is

showing overall economic growth for the first time in more than a decade, stability is being re
discovered, investment is returning to many countries, and there is a renewed sense of hope and
determination. This is accompanied by a new drive towards democracy, social justice and respect for
human rights.

' '■

12.

The Secretary-General cautioned that this renaissance can be set back by the conflict, violence

and turmoil which still afflict many African societies. There have been at least 30 conflicts in Africa over
the past decade. In 1996 alone these led to massive war-related deaths and more than 8 million refugees

and displaced persons. He observed that conflicts affect women disproportionately. Mr. Annan hailed
the role of women in keeping together the body and soul of African societies even in the throes of
protracted war and turmoil. He then deplored the outrage and injustice that women, are excluded from
decision-making, and suffer the worst consequences of conflict. He urged African women and men to
reject all injustices and violations against women.

13.

The Secretary-General observed that the women's movement in Africa had done much to

transform the global feminist agenda by ensuring that development is given a high priority. Over 100

countries worldwide are implementing various global conference action plans, most notably the Beijing
Platform of Action, and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women has been ratified by 160 States. He called on all agencies to address Africa's youth, who make
up 60% of the population.
14.

Mrs Gertrude Mongella, Secretary-General to the Beijing Fourth UN Conference on

Women, sent a statement delivered on her behalf by the Right Honourable W/ro Tadelech Haile-

Michael, Minister for Women's Affairs for the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. She noted that
while there has been tremendous progress in the status of women over the last four decades the
momentum must be maintained by action rather than rhetoric. Social aid packages are needed and debt
relief could provide the necessary resources to ensure that women's basic needs are met.
15.

Mr. Amoako ECA's Executive Secretary located the renewal of the ECA within the African

Renaissance. The dynamic nature of Africa's development demands a dynamic ECA, but which retains
emphasis on enduring fundamentals : peaceful cooperation, development of Africa's economies, and
loyalty to the well-being of every African.
16.

It had launched its first formal women in development programme in 1971, long before other

institutions realised the importance of gender in development. In the 1970s, ECA had foreseen that
Africa's rising debt would become a priority issue of concern. In the mid-1980s, ECA had advocated

broad-based economic and social reforms that safeguarded the human condition. In the 1990s, ECA had
stood for human rights and popular participation as necessary conditions for peace and development in
Africa.

17.

The Executive Secretary went on to elaborate a compelling vision for a new golden era for social

development in Africa, which would bring about major advances in the well-being of all people,
particularly the poor. These advances would be brought through:

concerted efforts towards universal basic education and sustained expansion of secondary and
higher education;
creating a horizontal base of community health, maternal and child health care and preventive
health systems; and

implementing a range of pro-poor economic policies, such as micro-credit, support for microand small-scale enterprises, employment generation, and fashioning fiscally affordable safety
nets and protection of the poor in times of economic disruption.

18.

Mr. Amoako cited five fundamental developments which will create new opportunities for

Africa's development: information and communications revolution, breakthroughs in health care, the
spread of good governance across Africa;'the strengthening of partnerships in support of Africa's
economic and social development, and fundamental shifts in the gender cause itself. Implementation
of this vision would demand devoting resources to development of human capital. He emphasised the
need to include women as equals in Africa's development.
19.

The Secretary-General of the Organization of African Unity (OAU), Dr. Salim Ahmed

Salim, announced the setting up of an African Women's Committee on Peace and Development, in

fulfilment of recommendations under the Kampala Plan of Action on Peace. The OAU Peace Fund has
made an initial contribution of US$ 100,000 in support of the operational activities of the Committee.
The Committee will provide advisory services to the OAU and E€A on the issues of gender, security,
good governance, peace and development in Africa, and it will work closely with the OAU Mechanism
for Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution.
Deliberation on the Conference Themes
20.

Ms. Thelma Awori, the UNDP Assistant Administrator, chaired the session. She observed

that although women have always participated in development, their work has not been given due
recognition, their knowledge had not been fully utilized, and their experience has not been taken into

account. She was gratified, therefore, that the participatory approach to the organization and running of
the Conference made it possible to listen and learn from African women. She was particularly pleased
to note the involvement of civil society and the youth. She recognized the central role of governments
and the need for collaboration between the two. She stressed the need for a fundamental change of
attitudes and approaches, and a sense of urgency about Africa's future.

She observed that the four

themes of the Conference, which were inter-related, provided an adequate framework within which to
discuss and arrive at a consensus on specific and practical strategies and the way to move forward.

Theme 1: Developing African Economies: The Role of Women

(a) Issues and Challenges
21.

The subject of this theme was discussed in plenary and 8 small working group sessions. The

issues and challenges emerging were:
•

Globalisation and trade liberalisation

While Africa's integration into the global economy held some potential for creating opportunities
for developing Africa economies, it also posed tremendous risk and challenges.

African women's

enterprises, for example, faced difficulty competing with mass-produced, low-cost imports. Thus, there
was considerable potential for globalization to reinforce gender discrimination.

It was therefore

important to analyse globalization and international trade agreements from a gender perspective.
•

Growth and poverty reduction

,

A recurrent topic for discussion revolved around the statement that economic growth was
necessary and that a 9% per annum growth rate would be required for eradicating poverty in Africa.
4

Current projections did not envisage a rate of growth greater than 5% per annum. An emerging
consensus was that growth would not necessarily eradicate poverty. It was important to address other
dimensions of poverty such as health, education, shelter, infrastructure and targeting the gender-specific

dimensions of poverty and the rural areas.

22.
Understanding and acting on the interaction between gender, growth and poverty reduction was
perhaps the most promising yet the most ignored avenue for improving Africa's growth prospects.
•

Lack ofreliable disaggregated datafor sound economic and socialpolicies

23.
The economic development challenge is one of rethinking assumptions, making information
available for research on gender and economic policy analysis and making the research inform the policy
process. It was widely acknowledged that economic policies had unequal impacts on women, men, girls
and boys. Yet, there was lack of reliable data and information disaggregated by sex, age, locality and
other characteristics, making it difficult to assess and analyze gender disparities and assess and monitor

the impact of policies to reduce gender inequality and poverty.
(b) Actions and Strategies

24.

Participants within the working groups proposed a number of actions and strategies to tackle the

issues they had identified:

1.1 Including a gender perspective in national accounts and other data for example, by conducting
time use surveys which produce information and time use across formal, informal and unpaid
reproductive sectors for women, men, girls and boys in different contexts, particularly in areas
of high poverty prevalence..

1.2 Establishing partnerships to mainstream gender in key institutions and mechanism, such as the
Coordinating Committee on African Statistical Development (CASD), created to assist in the
implementation of the Plan of Action for African Statistical Development. CASD provides a

framework for partnerships as it includes member states, African statistical training institutions

and major donors.

1.3 The establishment of a CASD Task Force on Gender in National Accounts and other data.
1.4 Integrating Gender concerns into National Budgetary and procedures. Participants requested the
ECA to undertake studies to evaluate public expenditure and revenue in member states by gender.

Training on engendering the budget was called for and the Collaborative Centre on Gender,
ABANTU for Development and UNDP were identified to provide the training.
1.5 Promoting and protecting women's access to and ownership of land in rural and urban areas.
Governments, in collaboration with women, were urged to develop land policies that take into
account women's needs and rights within the framework of international and regional

instruments, such as CEDAW, the African Charter for Human and People's rights, the African

Platform for Action, and the Beijing Platform for Action.

1.6 Facilitating women's access to markets, regional trade and scaling up women's enterprises.
Governments should put in place flexible rules and regulations, simplified registration and
procedures for women-owned enterprises.

1.7 Mobilizing resources for setting up community social security and insurance programmes to
facilitate women's access to to basic social services. The ECA was asked to encourage and
support the exchange of experiences and ideas with regards to community insurance schemes

among member states.

1.8 Promoting Gender- sensitive Credit Schemes; conducting training for African institutions to reach
professional standards and meet the new international rules and standards about micro-credit and
micro-enterprise programmes and projects.
Theme 2 : Achieving Good Governance : The Essential Participation of Women

25.

The following key issues and challenges were discussed by the participants:
■

Electoral systems that are rigged against women. Women are inhibited from participating in the

■

political process by a host of factors such as: poverty, violence, brutality, corruption.
Political.parties marginalise women politicians, by operating like "old boys' clubs" and putting
up various obstacles to the emergence: of women candidates.

■

Low education levels and lack ofpolitical skills among African women.

■
■

Women are not organised to exercise their numerical strength in political life.
Absence ofgender-sensitive policy coupled with traditional values that constrain women from
political participation.

•

The detrimental exclusion ofwomen from the processes ofpreventing, managing and resolving
conflicts in Africa.

■

Actions and Strategies

26.

The working groups proposed the following actions and strategies, to tackle the issues and

challenges that they had identified :

■

Research to identify the factors that enable or hinder women's political participation

■

Training, including gender awareness and political skills

■

Advocacy, such as forming pressure groups to lobby for proportionate representation in
Parliament

f.,

.

.

;

■

.

■
■

Decentralization, to enable women, tq participate in local politics
Creating an enabling environment,. Iprexample by instituting affirmative action at all levels of

■

political, legal and administrative structures, as exemplified by South Africa.
Developing partnerships between women across the various institutions of governance and in
civil society to effect change.

■

Ensuring a gender-sensitive legal system that is grounded on a bill of rights that guarantees
equality between women and men.

Theme 3: African Women and the Information Age: A New Window of Opportunity
Issues and Challenges

27.

Participants shared their various experiences and enumerated a number of issues and challenges

that must be addressed in order for African women to seize the opportunities prpvided by the Information
Age. The challenges included the following:

•

Widespread lack of awareness.

,

;;,

Most African women appear not to be adequately aware of the
6

importance of the emerging information revolution.
•

Difficulties ofaccess andprohibitive costs oflCT. Computers and ICT equipment are costly, relative
to average African income levels. Furthermore, local providers of Internet service have set charges

prohibitively high.
•

Inadequate infrastructures. Most African women live in remote rural areas, lacking telephone and
electricity connections. Even in the cities, telephone line densities are low by world standards,

•

Illiteracy and techno-phobia. The low level of functional literacy and numeracy coupled with fear
of new technologies, and computers in particular, is a formidable barrier to widespread utilization
of new ICTs in Africa, especially in the rural areas. African women, in view of the heavy restrictions
placed on them during their upbringing suffer inordinately from both illiteracy and techno-phobia,
handicaps which must be corrected in order for women to harness ICTs.

•

Linguistic barriers. Most of the African women do not speak, read, or write English or French. They
also lack computer skills.

•

Sustainability of donor support.

Where progress towards the introduction of ICTs is heavily

dependent on donor support, this raises questions regarding long-term self-sustenance.
•

Inadequate or overly restrictive national ICT policies. In some countries, existing policies are too
restrictive and, therefore, do not provide a conducive environment for the emergence of a dynamic
and competitive information and communications sector.
Actions and Strategies

28.

In the working groups, participants put forward numerous proposals for strategies to overcome

the identified challenges, in order for African women to seize the opportunity offered by the new
Information Age. The proposals encompassed:
•

Policy options and strategic action

•

-Action for the establishment of information centers

•

Actions relating to new technologies as instruments of democratization

•

Application of "old" ICT - particularly, digital radio

•

Synergy among central and local governments, civil society institutions, information technology
networks, private sector entities and local communities

•

Partnership for advocacy and financial support such as those identified for the Initiative for an

Information Society in Africa
•

Development of information centers and amelioration of training mechanisms by ECA

Theme 4: Creating Opportunities for Africa's New Generation
Issues and Challenges

29.

•

In the course of deliberations, the participants identified the following issues and challenges:

Economic challenges. Managing the effect of globalization on the African economies, in particular,
the impact of structural adjustment programmes, the erosion of socio-economic rights, and the heavy
debt burden.

A key concern of the youth is the chronically high and rising incidence of

unemployment and poverty.
7

•

Access to information. The African youth feel excluded from the central decision-making processes
of society.

•

Prevention and management of conflicts.

The youth in some countries feel trapped by cycles of

violence and conflict generated by members of the older generation.
•

Provision of adequate and quality education and training.

Roughly 60 percent of the African

population is under 20, over a half of who are young women and girls. The resource requirements
for providing quality education to so large a population cannot be under-estimated.
•

A sustainable rate ofpopulation growth. Attaining conditions leading to a demographic transition

•

Leadership that is accountable and makes a difference in the lives ofpeople.

•

Creation ofan enabling socio-cultural and legal environment.

to a more sustainable rate poses enormous challenges.

Actions and Strategies

30.

Proposals put forward in the working groups included the following:
•

Reduction of the burden of women's responsibility at the family level, through, inter alia, the
introduction of appropriate technologies and better sharing of domestic tasks between men and
women;

•

Creation of avenues for ensuring full participation of men in gender-sensitization programmes;

•

Reduction of gender imbalances by ensuring equal access to education for boys and girls, and
retention of female adolescents in school;

•

Improvement of existing facilities and building new ones to accommodate specific educational
needs of the youth;

•

Revision and development of appropriate gender-sensitive curriculum and materials for students
and teachers to respond to youth survival needs, and which tally with labour market
requirerr. ents;

•

Enforcement of laws that are responsive to the needs of youths, including their constitutional
rights and responsibilities;

•

Provision of opportunities and space for youth participation and involvement in the policymaking process;

•

Provision of legal education aimed at creating awareness on their rights and opportunities for
exercising these rights;

•

Making available to youths sexual and reproductive health information and servicesto reduce
incidence of STDs and HIV/AIDS, as well as unwanted pregnancies; and

•

Creation of opportunities for economic empowerment - such as access to credit, support for

income-generating activities, entrepreneurship training and skills development.
YOUTH

31.

The participatory process of organizing and running this meeting included the full involvement of

youth. In view of the fact that the future lies with them, we believe in working in partnership with them
in the various aspects of development. During this Conference invited youths from all over Africa met to
deliberate on the four themes. The outcome of their participation resulted in the conclusion that education
was the basis for development, and should therefore be given top priority. Training was also considered

crucial in shaping youths into responsible citizens who can also engage in politics, protect their health, are
gender sensitive and can contribute to the development of their communities. The youth also recognized
8

the importance of respecting their traditional values and discarding those practices that hamper
development.
32.

At the end of the Conference, the youth formulated the following actions as strategies to address

the issues;
-

Inclusion of life skills in the educational curricula including sexual health education, negotiation
skills; etc.

-

Training of teachers in career guidance, gender sensitivity, on being good role models, counselling
parents on the importance of girl education, quality teaching etc;

33.

-

Building partnership with the media for better understanding of gender and youth issues;

-

Establishment of media information and communication technology ICT clubs;

-

Awareness creation and equal access to ICT among youth;

-

Introduction of computer science in schools;

-

Sensitization of policy makers and community leaders about the importance of ICT.
The youth expressed concern over the discrepancy between education and employment. In this

regard, they recommended the following:
relaxing borrowing requirements to facilitate access to credit by youth;
creation of a Fund to facilitate the rehabilitation of youth into society;
training of youth in entrepreneurial skills;
establishing partnership between training institutions and enterprises;
promoting practical training;
providing free basis education to young girls;
encouraging girls to enter into the field of science and technology.
34.

Concerned about the vulnerability of their health particularly in the area of reproductive health, the

youth formulated the following strategic actions in response to the issues;
inclusion of reproductive health services in basic primary health care services;
promotion of reproductive health education and training;
creation of counselling services for the youth;
inclusion of youth in needs assessment and in the planning of health programmes including
reproductive health;
Creation of national, subregional, regional and international health networks for youth;
Access to decision-making by youth in order to ensure that their needs are taken into
consideration.

35.

To implement the above actions the youth called for partnerships between them and governments,
financial institutions, the media, NGOs, ECA, UNICEF, UNFPA, UNESCO and the World Bank.
THE MINISTERS' CONSULTATIVE MEETING

36.

Ministers present at the Conference congratulated the ECA for bringing together Ministers who

are not primarily responsible for the women's affairs portfolio to discuss issues pertaining to women.
The Ministers would like to see this institutionalized so that it becomes a regular opportunity for

ministers responsible for women and youth affairs to interact with colleagues responsible for key
ministries like finance, planning and agriculture.

37.
Ministers also hoped that the conference had enabled these ministers to appreciate the important
role which women play and the seriousness of their concern, and will ensure that notional budgets reflect
this appreciation.

38.
Many of the strategies and actions suggested by participants of the conference can, if
implemented, lead to greater gender equality and participation of women in governance and in ITCs.
Non-implementation of such recommendations, however, is often not because governments are not

responsive but due tofinancial constraints, particularly for countries undergoing economic restructuring.
39.

Ministers remarked that the youth present at the Conference demonstrated a concern for their own
future and a readiness to participate in development activities. Governments should create opportunities
for the youth to interact with other sectors of the population. ECA should consider assisting individual
countries to run programmes for continued work with and support for youth.
40.

Ministers wanted an assurance that ECA was ready and had the capacity to support and monitor
the implementation of recommendations adopted at the conference. ECA should also consider setting
up a programme to support implementation at the national level.
FRAMEWORK FOR PARTNERSHIP

41.

Representatives of the OECD, the Department of International Development (DFID), the National

Commission for Women in India, NORAD, the World Bank and Japan participated in a panel discussion
on partnership, chaired by the representative of CUDA and facilitated by Mrs. Ben Barka, Deputy Executive
Secretary of the ECA.

42.

Outlining the principles for effective partnership, which include, collaboration based on equality,

technical know-how and values, the panellists agreed that reinforcing south-south collaboration was
important as a way of reducing dependency by countries of the South.
43.

There was now a global consensus that the partnerships and instruments for ensuring gender

equality, were all in place. However, it was important to get sustained political will to implement the
commitments as well as to ensure that African women were part of the process of strengthening democratic
governance.

44.

The representatives of agencies agreed to take the message of the Conference back to their

governments and institutions. They also outlined some of the ways in which they would be partners in

implementing some of the actions agreed.at the Conference, including: the expansion of gender-sensitive
reviews to include public expenditure; introducing national accounting systems that counted women's work;
including a gender perspective in information and communication technologies and supporting the
establishment of telecentres for rural women and supporting women's peace initiatives.
45.

The representative of CIDA announced that Canada would match the OAU's contribution to the

Women's Peace Fund and contributed $100,000.
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UNITED NATIONS STRATEGIES FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF GENDER EQUALITY
IN THE POST-BEIJING PERIOD

46.
The final session of the third day was devoted to an illumination of the strategies being deployed
by the various United Nations Agencies to advance gender equality in Post Beijing period. Mr Amoako,
Executive Secretary of the ECA facilitated the session by directing a series of questions to the

representatives of UNFPA, UNICEF, The World Bank, UNESCO, UNDP, UNHCR and UNIFEM.
Their responses and the ensuing discussion can be summarised as follows:

UNFPA has responded to the Cairo Conference by developing a holistic approach to reproductive
health. This includes education of girls, family planning, sexuality, elimination of harmful
practices and violence, as well as enabling girls and women to exercise choice.

UNICEF aims to advance high quality, gender sensitive primary and secondary education for

girls

The World Bank collaborates with UNESCO in the UN-wide special initiative to increase the
enrollement of girls in school, and supports childhood development projects in Kenya and

Uganda.

UNESCO has joined FAWE in creating a scholarship for the education of secondary school age
girls.

UNDP allocates 20% of its program resources for the advancement of women, and seeks to
mainstream gender into all programs. Internally, it has set itself a target of attaining gender parity
by the 2005. UNDP strategies involve capacity-building, advocacy and partnerships with NGOs.
UNHCR strategies aim to address the special needs of refugee women by prevention, protection
and solution, as well as micro-credit and income generating programmes to support returnees.
UNIFEM's Executive Director stressed the need for mainstreaming to be transformatory, and
to give women a voice in macro-policy development. UNIFEM works to build the economic
capacity of women, collaborates with women's organisations and movements to promote
accountable leadership, and works for the elimination of violence against women.

47.
In the ensuing discussion, the UN was challenged for under-resourcing the only agency dedicated
to the advancement of women. The various agencies were invited to express their views on political
participation, good governance and decentralisation. In conclusion, it was reiterated that strengthening
partnerships between the various key players would advance the cause of African women.
48.

The participants commited themselves to implement the actions agreed upon by the Conference and

called upon the Africans Heads of State attending the meeting to:
endorse the outcome of the Conference;

encourage other Heads of State to endorse and implement the outcome of the Conference,
The participants also called upon the OAU Secretary General to take the necessary action to have
the outcomes of the Conference presented to the forthcoming Summit of the African Heads of State and
Governments.

11

HEADS OF STATE AND GOVERNMENT FORUM

49.

The Heads of State and Government Forum was a panel discussion designed to foster policy

dialogue between selected African Heads of State and Government and a Women and Youth Panel from
Africa.

Seven African government leaders participated at the Forum held at the United Nations

Conference Centre, Addis Ababa, on 1 May 1998. They were: H.E. Mr. Ouyahia Ahmed, Prime Minister
of Algeria; H.E. Mr. Festus Gontebanye Mogae, President of Botswana; H.E. Mr. Blaise Compaore,
President of Burkina Faso; H.E. Mr. Meles Zenawi, Prime Minister of Ethiopia; H.E. Prof. J.E. AttaMills, Vice-President of Ghana; H.E. Mrs. Specioza Wandira Kwazibe, Vice-President of Uganda and
H.E. Mr. Sadak Fayala, Secretary of State, representing H.E. Mr. Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, President of
Tunisia who could not personally attend the Forum. Also, Mr. Kofi Annan, United Nations SecretaryGeneral and Mr. Salim A, Salim, OAU Secretary-General participated at the Forum.
50.

The principal objective of the Forum was to provide an opportunity for African leaders to share

their vision of development, and their perspectives on the role of African Women in the economic
development of their respective countries. The government leaders gave short statements outlining their
government's experience and perspectives on the four crucial themes of the Conference: (i) Developing

African economies: The role of women; (ii) Achieving good governance: The essential participation
of women; (iii) African women and the information age: A new window of opportunity and;

(iv)

Creating opportunities for Africa's new generation. Subsequently they answered questions put to them
by the panel.
51.

The Forum was chaired by Mr. Salim A. Salim, Secretary-General of the Organization of African

Unity while the panel session was moderated by Mr. K.Y. Amoako, the Executive Secretary of the
Economic Commission for Africa. Mr. Salim, in his opening remarks welcomed African leaders to the

Forum and assured them that the OAU and ECA were working closely for Africa's development in
general and to enhance the role of African women in development in particular. He informed them that
this collaboration had resulted in the establishment of a joint African Women's Committee on Peace and
Development.

He called up African governments and the international community to support the

objectives and operational activities of the Committee. The Committee will provide advisory services
on gender issues, security, good governance, peace and development in Africa, and will work closely
with the OAU Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution. Mr. Salim also
underlined the important role of women and children in the African economic development and
indicated that peace is a pre-requisite to full participation of women and children to development as they
are the first victims of armed conflicts. He informed the audience that the outcome of this Forum will
be brought to the attention of the OAU Summit of Heads of State and Government to be held from 8-10

June 1998 in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso.
52.

Mr. Amoako, in his introductory remarks to the panel session said that the session would give

opportunity to the Women and Youth Panel to exchange views and raise specific issues related to the
main themes of the International Conference and hear responses from the selected Head of State and

Government participating at the Forum. He noted that the participatory nature of the Conference had
ensured that all participants from all sectors shared experiences and held intensive discussions on each

of the issues raised during fruitful plenary and working sessions to develop actions and strategies aimed
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at mainstreaming women and youth in Africa's development. The Forum was meant to build on this
momentum by offering African leaders the opportunity to share their perspectives on the various issues
raised.

53.
In examining the four themes of the Conference, the Heads of State and Government identified a
number of issues which they said were important in ushering in necessary changes for full participation of
women and children in the African development process. These include, inter alia: the maintenance of
peace and stability in the region as pre-condition for participation of women and children in economic
development; change in attitudes; and enhanced gender equality for accelerated development. Policy
measures and strategies taken at national levels include the establishment of legal framework, creation of
an enabling environment for development of entrepreneurial and technological capabilities through access
to credit, land and other productive assets. Marginalization of women includes lack of recognition of their
contributions to the economy in the national accounts. The heads of governments underscored the urgent
need to desegregate statistical data and information in order to reflect the contribution of women in all
sectors of the economy.

54.
Peace as pre-requisite for development: The Forum agreed that African countries should
endeavour to maintain peace and stability in the region as pre-condition for participation of women and

children in economic development. In this connection, they recognized the urgency of containing civil
wars and internal conflicts as women and children bore disproportionate share of the results of conflicts.
55.
Awareness of gender equality in development: All the speakers acknowledged the importance
of achieving gender equality and called for change of attitudes and mentalities. To this effect, they shared

their experiences in policy measures and strategies set up at national level. Policies and strategies include
establishment of legal framework, creation of an enabling environment for development of
entrepreneurial, and technological capabilities through access to credit, land and other assets.
56.
Marginalization of women: In their statements, African leaders at the Forum recognized the
fact that women and children are always marginalized and their contributions to the economy are not
taken into consideration in the national accounts. Therefore, ways and means should be found to
desaggregate statistical data and information in order to reflect the shares of women in all sectors of the
economy.

57.
Target groups, the critical grassroots: The Forum agreed that people who are really in need
are in the rural areas; the so-called critical grassroots.
58.

Partnership between men and women, and deadline for implementation of various

platforms: The Forum agreed that African countries should individually and collectively set an
implementation plan of the outcome of the various conferences and platforms of action, e.g., Cairo,
Beijing and Copenhagen.

59.
Debt cancellation: Debt cancellation should be examined carefully in the light of some rural
development priorities set by African member countries.
60.

Poverty reduction and access to basic needs: To the extent that women constituted the majority

of the poor, there was need to engender policies and strategies in order to alleviate poverty and thereby
empower women to have access to basic needs such as food, clothing, shelter, basic health services.
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61.

Training and education: One of the causes of women's marginalization is the fact that they are

not given equal access as men to education and training. Measures should be taken at national, subregional,

regional and international levels to eradicate illiteracy at all levels, give education and training to both boys
and girls, and men and women.
62.

Development of physical infrastructure: The Forum noted that physical infrastructure such as

roads, ports, airports, telephone, water and electricity are either in a state of decay or do not exist at all in
almost all African rural areas. They should be given high priority with a view to assisting the economic
activities of the rural women entrepreneurs and to enhance agricultural productivity.
63.

Democratisation and good governance: In order for African women to participate effectively in

nations' affairs, the meeting agreed that they should be represented in the legislature, the judiciary and the
executive institutions of their governments.

64.

Domestic violence: The meeting deplored the violence against African women and called for

measures to combat all forms of violence against womea In this connection, it was argued that while laws

dealing with violence against women were important, they may not be adequate to arrest this phenomenon;
hence the need to sensitize communities about women's human rights.
65.

Information technology and globalization: Given the emerging new economic order, African

countries have no choice but be part of and avail themselves of the information technology if they are not
to be marginalized. Special measures should be put in place to ensure that vulnerable groups, especially
women and youth have equal access to information technology.
THE PANEL DISCUSSION

66.

Selected panelists then dialogued with the Heads of State and Government, as follows.

67.

Governance; Democratisation, Peace and Sustainable Development: The panellist on this topic

wanted to know the perspectives and actions taken to address the following issues: democratisation and

good governance; possibilities of quota for representation in parliament; role of decentralisation in
achieving good governance; grassroots participation; gender sensitisation; effectiveness of political
platforms; role of CSOs and NGOs; and the question of promotion of women's human rights.
68.

In their responses, the Heads of State and Governments pointed out that the representation of

women in parliament is recognised as important. It was pointed out that quotas needed to be given due
consideration as a mechanism for increasing women's representation in legislative bodies in order to effect
legal reforms. Effective participation of women in the economic development process called for

decentralisation and the creation of an enabling environment vis-a-vis social justice, freedom and equity.
The role of women's organisations at the grassroots levels, such as NGOs, CSOs and people's organisations
to facilitate participatory government was said to be critical and a prerequisite for effective empowerment
of women in particular and equitable rural development in general. While affirmative action, through quota
system, was seen as a possibility of enhancing the role of women in government, it was felt that there was
need to ensure that competence was the key criterion.
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69.
Rural women and children in armed conflict: A panelist recounted experiences of families,
women and children affected by frequent civil wars and conflicts. She appealed to the Heads of state and
Governments to address the serious ramifications of civil wars and conflicts, especially the questions of

dislocation, rehabilitation and peace. To achieve sustainable development rural women in particular need
to be empowered and provided with necessary tools to enhance their productivity. In this regard, rural
women's access to property rights, health services, land, education, training, (especially literacy
programmes), and enhanced role ofNGOs/CSOs to enable them assist rural women at the grassroots level
was pointed out as an imperative. An appeal was also made to the UN and donor community to assist in
this endeavour.

70.

Youth: The youth panelist sought to know the actions taken by governments in relation to the

involvement and participation of youth in the following areas: decision making process; access to

education; health and training, information technology and employment. Information was also sort on the
implementation ofthe various regional and global conferences such as the Cairo Conference on Population
and Development, the Bio-engineering Fourth World Conference on Women and the World Summit for
Social Development, on issues pertaining to youth, exchange of experiences and promotion of partnerships.
An appeal was made for the heads of States and Government to bring youth concerns to the forthcoming
OAU summit of Heads of States and Government.

71.
In response, the Forum pointed out that self empowerment of the youth was critical. To this end,
there is need to revisit the educational curricula to make it more responsive to the needs of African
economies and development challenges. The youth must be ready to change their current attitudes towards
agriculture-related occupations. The empowerment of the youth is being addressed through, for example,
the following measures: increased youth representation in parliaments through quota system; access to
financial resources; the establishment of youth bodies; and increasing access to information technology.
Because of the youthful nature of African societies, it was pointed out that in some countries, youth
constitute more than 30% of the parliamentarians.
FINAL CLOSING STATEMENTS

72.
In her closing speech, the Director of the ECA's African Centre for Women, Mrs. Josephine
Ouedraogo, highlighted the deliberations carried out during the previous three days of the Conference
(see paras. 1 - 48 above). She also reported on the commitments made by bi-lateral and multi-lateral

agencies to ensure follow up of the outcomes of the Conference. In addition, on behalf of African NGOs,
Associations and individuals participating at the Conference, Mrs. Wanjiru Kihoro of ABANTU for
Development announced the creation of the Fund for African Women's Development, to support the
implementation of the actions agreed upon at the Conference.

73.
The Chairman of the Forum, Mr. Salim, thanked the Heads of State and Government for having
enriched the discussions of the Conference and having made this Forum a useful and unique one. The
dialogue between the African leaders and the panelists was a clear demonstration of the leaders renewed
commitment to pursue the goals of this Conference. He observed that there was a need to ensure an
appropriate follow-up of the recommendations so that this gathering does not become yet another
Conference.

74.
Mr. Salim stressed the importance of the recommendations which included increasing awareness
in the participation of women in economic and social development; the need to adopt a holistic approach
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of development issues encompassing economic, social, political, environmental and human rights;
. reaffirmed commitment to gender equality; creation of an enabling environment for ensuring an effective
participation of women in development through attitudinal change; elimination of prejudices and the
enforcement of laws that are responsive to gender concerns and the needs of youth, including their
human and constitutional rights and responsibilities. He noted with satisfaction the strengthening of
partnerships in support of African women's participation in economic and social development. He
observed that Africa's real liberation would only be achieved if the energies of both men and women are
harnessed to fully integrate women in the development process. He further noted that in order to
accelerate their economic and social empowerment, African women should organize themselves and
reaffirm their resolve for self advancement thereby fighting against their marginalization. He then
invited Mr. Kofi Annan, the Secretary-General of the United Nations to make the final concluding
remarks to the Conference.

75.
In his closing remarks, Mr. Annan thanked the Heads of State and Government for their effective
participation at the Forum and appealed to all African government leaders to endorse the conclusions and
outcome of the Conference and ensure their meaningful implementation. He encouraged all key actors
in development including the government leaders, influential civil society leaders, the international
community and the United Nations family to work closely to make gender equality in Africa a reality.
76.

Mr. Annan underscored the very important role of Civil Society Organizations as a powerful tool

of change for development and called upon all development actors to recognize their important
contribution and encouraged all actors and the civil society to strengthen partnerships between
themselves for the advancement of African societies in general and the advancement of African women
in particular. The Secretary-General also urged the youth for greater partnership between them and the
key players. The youth had to particularly play an important role on the question of new gender
relationships in Africa.
77.

He thanked all participants at the Conference for their faith in the ECA and African women. He

particularly thanked the international partners who had funded the bulk of this Conference at a time

where the United Nations was faced with stringent financial constraints.

The Secretary-General

Commended the ECA for organizing this Conference to celebrate its 40th anniversary. He thanked the

facilitators, rapporteurs and ECA staff members who had worked closely with the ECA's African Centre
for Women to make this Conference a success.

78.

A vote of thanks was delivered on behalf of all African women by Mrs. Binta Diop of Senegal.

African women paid a special tribute to Mr. Amoako and the ECA for dedicating the ECA's 40th
anniversary to the cause of African women.

79.

A representative from the Government of Ghana and Mrs. Diop on behalf of African women

offered special gifts to the ECA to commemorate the special event in honour of women in Africa.

80.

The chairman, Mr. Salim A. Salim thanked all participants for the work well done and declared

the Conference closed.
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