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The freedom of women to participate in political processes fully, safely and without interference: building partnerships between men and women to achieve this.
1. Background

The 134th Inter-Parliamentary Union is taking place from 19 – 23 March 2016 in Lusaka, Zambia. One key element of the event is women’s participation in political processes, as well as the challenges they face. 

Although women have played a significant role in politics and political movements for many years, in terms of formal political representation much more needs to be done. The last two decades has seen a considerable increase in women’s representation in parliament, however still only 1 in 5 representatives in national legislatures are women
 – signaling that there are continuing challenges and obstacles for women to enter the political arena. A recent study by the World Bank finds that at the current rate of women’s inclusion, it will take 47 years before gender parity is reached in Parliaments. 

The concerted efforts by the international women’s movement in highlighting low rates of women’s representation has played a significant role in encouraging women to enter political office and influence policy making. The issue was expressly raised by the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) at the 1995 United Nations Beijing Conference on Women. Following this conference, the IPU adopted a plan of action to address the fact that men dominate political and parliamentary life in all countries.

This paper will provide an overview of women in politics in the South African context, highlight the challenges women face when entering the formal political arena and provide recommendations for how these obstacles/barriers can be removed.

2. The Status of Women in politics in south africa

South Africa has made significant progress in increasing the representation of women in both the executive and in Parliament. The levels of women’s representation varies across levels of Government, and across provinces. This section provides a brief background on the representation at national, provincial and local Government.

2.1. National level

At an international level, as of June 2015, women occupied only 42 of 273 (17.2 percent) posts for Presiding Officers of Parliament.
 Of these, 12 were in Africa.
 South Africa was the first country in Africa to have a woman become Presiding Officer of Parliament in 1994 and the most recent was Mauritius in 2014. Between 1994 and 2015, the representation of women at a parliamentary level has been good and as of December 2015, South Africa was ranked 8th in the world in terms of gender representation at a parliamentary level.
 

In the National Assembly (upper house of Parliament) and National Council of Provinces (lower house of Parliament) the representation varies. As of the 2014 national elections, 41.9 percent of all National Assembly members were women, and 35.2 percent of all National Council of Provinces permanent delegates are women. In addition, the Speaker of the National Assembly and the Chairperson of the National Council of Provinces are both women.
 

At an Executive Government level, in 2009, 13 of 34 Ministers were women, representing 38.2 percent. As at June 2014, 15 of 35 national Ministers were women, representing 42.8 percent of all Ministers and a marked increase from the 2009 figures.
 In 2009, 15 of the 32 Deputy Ministers were women (46.8 percent). In 2014, out of 37 Deputy Ministers, 17 were female, representing 45.9 percent, which is a slight decrease in women’s representation at this level.

Progress has been made, but the representation still falls short of 50 percent women. This should be addressed to ensure that there is complete parity at political decision-making levels. 
2.2. Provincial Government
South Africa has nine provinces, each with a Premier (head of the Executive branch), Executive Council (provincial cabinet) and provincial legislature. Members of the Executive Council (MECs) are appointed by the Premier. 

The representation of women as Members of the Executive Council (MEC) and as Members of Provincial Legislatures varies. As of 2014, only two of nine Premiers were women, whereas eight of nine Speakers are female. On average, women make up more than 30 percent of all Members of Provincial Legislatures. Table 1 provides information on the breakdown of women’s representation at a Provincial Government level as at 2015.

Table 1: Women’s representation in Provincial Government

	Eastern Cape Province

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Female Members

	M
	F
	6/10 are women (60%)
	27/63 (42.7%)

	Free State Province

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Members

	M
	F
	5/10 are women (50%)
	13/30 (43.3%)

	Gauteng Province

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Members

	M
	F
	4/10 are women (40%)
	27/73 (36.9%)

	KwaZulu-Natal Province

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Members

	M
	F
	5/10 are women (50%)
	31/80 (38.7%)

	Limpopo Province*

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Members

	M
	F
	5/9 are women (55.55%)
	43/77 (55.8%)

	Mpumalanga Province

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Members

	M
	F
	6/10 are women (60%)
	13/30 (43.3%)

	Northern Cape Province*

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Members

	F
	M
	3/10 are women (30%)
	12/29 (41.4%)

	North West Province

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Members

	M
	F
	5/10 are women (50%)
	14/32 (43.7%)

	Western Cape Province

	Premier
	Speaker
	MECs
	Female Members

	F
	F
	2/10 are women (20%)
	15/42 (35.7%)


The Western Cape performs most poorly with respect to gender equality at the level of MECs and Members. Mpumalanga performs best in terms of women’s representation. There is a clear need to address the issue of gender representation at a Premier level, as this is particularly poor. 

2.3. Local Government
The Local Government Gender Policy Framework (2007) provided an implementation plan to ensure that gender equality is promoted at local government level.
 South African local government administers cities and smaller regions (municipalities). There are three categories of municipality, namely, metropolitan, district, and local, each with varying functionality and power. Metropolitan municipalities have exclusive municipal executive and legislative authority within their boundaries. Local municipalities share municipal executive and legislative authority with a district municipality in its area.

In addition, municipalities are made up of wards, with councillors that seek to address community-level issues. Wards are geopolitical subdivisions of municipalities, for electoral purposes. After the 2011 local government elections there were 4 277 wards. Table 2, below, indicates the gender representation at a local government level per province, as at October 2015. 

Table 2 indicates that 39.48 percent of local government representatives were female as at 28 October 2015. The best performing provinces in the proportional representation list were Mpumalanga (51.95 percent female), and North West (47.44 percent female). The worst performing province was the Western Cape, with only 37.08 percent of proportional representation candidates being female as of October 2015. 

Table 2: Gender representation at a local government level, as at 28 October 2015.
 

	Province
	PR
	WARD
	Total
	% F

	
	F
	M
	Total
	% F
	F
	M
	Total
	% F
	
	

	EC
	364
	434
	798
	45.61
	274
	441
	715
	38.32
	1 513
	42.17

	FS
	163
	196
	359
	45.40
	97
	220
	317
	30.60
	676
	38.46

	GAU
	230
	311
	541
	42.51
	194
	314
	508
	38.19
	1 049
	40.42

	KZN
	426
	509
	935
	45.57
	150
	678
	828
	18.12
	1 763
	32.67

	LIM
	287
	341
	628
	45.70
	221
	322
	543
	40.70
	1 171
	43.38

	MPU
	241
	226
	467
	51.94
	139
	263
	402
	34.58
	869
	43.73

	NW
	213
	236
	449
	47.44
	129
	254
	383
	33.68
	832
	41.11

	NC
	97
	118
	215
	45.12
	71
	123
	194
	36.60
	409
	41.08

	
	F
	M
	Total
	% F
	F
	M
	Total
	% F
	
	

	WC
	155
	263
	418
	37.08
	137
	250
	387
	35.40
	805
	36.27

	Total
	2 176
	2 634
	4 810
	45.24
	1 412
	2 865
	4 277
	33.01
	9 087
	39.48


In 2000, 38 percent of proportional representation councillors were female, and by 2015 this had increased to 45.24 percent.
 At a ward council level the increase in women’s representation between 2000 and 2011 has been more substantial. However, there is certainly room for improvement. In 2000, 17 percent of ward councillors were female. By 2011, 33.01 percent of ward councillors were female.
 The local government elections will take place in 2016 and this will be a critical time for Government to enforce some of the existing regional commitments in relation to gender parity.

At a ward level the gender representation is far lower, with most provinces having less than 40 percent female representation. Of significance, KwaZulu-Natal had the lowest representation, with only 18.12 percent of ward councillors being female as of October 2015. The best performing province at a ward council level was Limpopo, with 40.70 percent of all ward councillors being female.

It is clear that much remains to be done to achieve gender parity in representation at a local government level. This will require a multifaceted approach that addresses both structural and physical barriers of women’s access, as well as promoting gender parity within political party lists.
3. issues preventing women from participating in politics

Although significant strides have been made in facilitating women’s access to positions of power and leadership, they continue to face an array of obstacles that hinder their entry into the political arena. Traditionally women’s involvement in politics has been resigned to that of “informal politics”, i.e. mobilisation and advocacy at local community level. Most often women’s determination of whether or not to venture into politics or leadership positions is governed by the constructs of their social identities, taking into account their social, cultural and material conditions.

Women’s participation in public life and decision-making depends on several factors including:

· An awareness of their rights and how to claim them.

· Access to information about laws, policies and the institutions and the structures which govern their lives.

· Confidence, self-esteem and the skills to challenge and confront existing power structures.

· Support networks and positive role models.

· An enabling environment, meaning a political, legal, economic and cultural climate that allows women to engage in decision-making processes in a sustainable and effective way
.

In addition to the barriers which exist for women to access positions of power, they also face continued historical challenges which exacerbate the situation. These challenges include:

· Creating a balance between work and family life.

· Existence of inequality in types of employment and remuneration offered to women.

· The feminisation of poverty.

· Increased violence against women.

· Women’s exclusion from post-conflict peace and reconstruction efforts.

When women do access the political environment they also encounter various internal and external obstacles which influence their performance and longevity in politics. These can be broadly categorised into three main areas namely, political, socio-economic and socio-cultural factors.

· Political factors

Factors on the political front which may act as hindrances to women accessing the political arena include:

· Continued existence and predominance of the “male model” of political systems,

· Lack of party support for women candidates through either limited financial support, limited access to political networks or more rigorous standards and qualifications applied to women,

· Lack of continuity and sustainability with civil society organisations,

· Limited access to education and training programmes which are aimed at developing women’s leadership,

· The nature and workings of the political system which may or may not be favourable to women candidates. 

Men dominate the political arena and as a result the rules of political life are formulated by men. This often results in competitive and confrontational approaches to legislative issues, particularly across party lines. Furthermore the working schedule in these male-dominated structures create enormous burdens for women, i.e. whilst they are expected to fulfil their roles as parliamentarians, they are also required to network inside and outside of their political parties, as well as work in their constituency areas. These requirements place particular strain on the female MP who also has to fulfil her roles as mother, wife, and grandmother. This dual burden results in many women MP’s struggling to find the balance between family life and that of work. 


In addition, whilst women often play the important roles of campaigners and mobilisers in their political parties, they rarely occupy decision-making positions within the party, making lack of party support a contributor to women’s lack of representation. Selection and nomination processes within political parties are also commonly biased in favour of men resulting in lack of financial and party support for female candidates. When women do make it into the political arena, they are often assigned to “soft committees” which deal with issues such as family welfare and gender which are not regarded as politically important.

The nature of the male model of political life therefore creates a particular challenge for women and often results in them rejecting politics altogether or participating in small numbers.

· Women and elections

Women have begun to more actively participate in electoral processes with almost two million more women than men having registered to vote in the 2004 national elections, indicating also the likelihood that more women than men voted in the elections.

In terms of women’s nomination to public office, the design of electoral systems plays a critical role in determining the extent to which women will be represented in political decision-making positions. Studies of gender and voting behaviour have shown that the absence of women in electoral office is not primarily the result of voting patterns in general elections, but can largely be attributed to nomination practices. Political parties therefore play a critical role in increasing women’s representation, given that they are the conduits for women to enter into elected office. Political parties around the world have generally been resistant to fronting female candidates or to championing a feminist policy platform. The limited role of women in parties and in party executive committees serves as an indicator of the difficulties women have in gaining access to political power.
 Special measures such as the revision of electoral rules/ systems to ensure the inclusion and nomination of female candidates, can assist with increasing women’s representation in public office.

· Socio-economic factors

Factors impacting upon women on a socio-economic level include the following:

· Women’s literacy levels

· Limited access to education and training which will adequately equip women for the political environment,

· Limited access to decision-making positions 

This means that many women lack the political skills and training to successfully participate in the political arena and that they need to gain experience and exposure to organised political leadership. Added to a lack of party support, as mentioned earlier, women also more often than not, do not have access to the economic resources needed to fund an election campaign.

The social and economic position of women influences their participation in political institutions. Although there is no significant correlation between literacy and women’s political representation, entering the political sphere does require basic literacy, which for many women, particularly those from rural areas, is an impediment to their registration as electoral candidates. Development and empowerment of women through better education opportunities and increased participation within the labour force, can result in better access to political resources. The economic empowerment of women, in addition to better education and training prospects, allow women the chance to move from constraints they face in the household to full participation in the political arena. 

· Socio-cultural factors

On a socio-cultural level women are deeply affected by the following factors:

· Traditional societal expectations of women, i.e. predetermined social roles as child-bearers and carers,

· Internal conflict as a result of the differences in identity between the working woman in a “man’s world”, and her role as mother and partner,

· Women’s lack of confidence to stand for public office as a result of their political role having been resigned to that of a campaigner and mobiliser,

· The perception of politics as “dirty”, which many women find incompatible with their traditional roles,

Gender stereotypes and traditional societal expectations restrict women’s ability to enter public office. The continuance of patriarchal traditional value systems which enforces the gender segregated roles of women as apolitical mothers and wives impedes their access to political processes. Added to this is a lack of confidence in their abilities to function as more than a “behind-the-scenes” campaigner and mobiliser also make women fearful of participating in political life. The perception of politics as a “dirty game” fraught with bribery, extortion, hypocrisy and corruption, which is in conflict with women’s perceptions of themselves as carers and confidantes, results in women shying away from political office.

Further burdens include women's unbalanced share of domestic work alongside their need to create and maintain a sustainable livelihood for their families. This dual burden constrains women’s ability to participate fully in politics.

· Additional factors: The rural / urban divide

In addition to the factors mentioned above, women’s geographic or spatial location also plays a large role in their ability to participate in political processes. 

It has been suggested that women in urban areas have greater access, mobility, resources and confidence to engage with politics in the formal arena, than their rural counterparts who are often more active in the “informal” political environment.

4. What needs to be put in place or done to ensure women participate in political processes fully, safely and without interference

The existence of women inside the political sphere contributes to greater confidence of women outside of the political sphere engaging in political processes. It is therefore important that women be empowered not only in the political sphere, but also within their private spaces. If women have decision-making authority in their homes and communities, then this will result in greater capacity to participate in political decision-making processes.

In terms of increasing women’s representation in formal politics, there are a number of strategies which can be employed.

· Role of political parties

Political parties have a critical role to play in ensuring inclusivity and representivity in the democratic process, particularly of women, who as more than half of the population in most countries, must have their issues represented. A Conference for Chairpersons and Members of Parliamentary bodies dealing with Gender Equality indicated that political parties must build and strengthen women’s leadership skills, as well as promote mentorship opportunities for women entering the political arena with those who are politically experienced. Further solutions for increased representation also include increased campaign funding for female candidates. In addition, internal reform of political parties to alleviate patriarchal and discriminatory attitudes towards women as able leaders is also key.

· Use of quotas

Another mechanism to increase women’s representation is the implementation of quotas within political parties. There are primarily two types of quotas designed to facilitate women’s access to elective office and senior posts in politics, namely those established by national legislation and those established by political parties. Quotas introduced by a political party may entail measures to ensure that women occupy a proportion of the Parliamentary seats won by the party at an election or measures that guarantee that the internal decision-making structures include women. In the South African context, quotas for women are not legislated. The representation of women depends on the commitment of the political parties to furthering gender equity. In the South African context, only the African National Congress has adopted and constitutionalised quotas to further and ensure the equal representation of women on party lists, as well as on the executive and working committees of the party. 

· Implementation of international, regional and national commitments

The implementation of national, regional and international policies and commitments that are aimed at attaining gender equality and promoting women’s empowerment is another important mechanism. Given that governments have signed and ratified these commitments, they have a responsibility to implement and uphold these commitments and should be held accountable in this regard. 

· Working with civil society

An important factor impacting on the promotion of women to positions of leadership in the political sphere is the role that civil society has to play. A strong interrelationship between civil organisations working on women’s/ gender issues and policy makers is a viable conduit to securing that women’s issues are placed on the agenda and also for providing support for women in leadership positions who are able to influence the gender and policy agenda. It is therefore important that civil society, and in particular women’s organisations, are supported and become support and lobby structures for women issues.

· Role of Men

The existing pattern of gender inequality – men’s predominant control of economic assets, political power, cultural authority and the armed force – means that men control most of the resources to implement women’s claims for justice. In addition, the behaviours, attitudes and reactions in relation to women’s demands, also impacts on their willingness and ability to support and address women’s demands. It is therefore imperative that to make advances towards gender equality and to enhance the gender agenda, a partnership between men and women be established to take the cause forward. For gender mainstreaming to be successful and true gender transformation to occur, there is a need for the behaviour of men to change -the project of promoting gender equality must become the responsibility of men as well as women
.

In addition the following recommendations for the equal sharing of responsibilities between women and men were recently introduced by the United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women at an Expert Group Meeting in October 2008:

· Position care-giving in policy and funding frameworks, i.e. ensure the development of a national policy on care-giving to place much needed value on care and highlight the need for equality of responsibilities in care-giving;

· Reducing the costs for women associated with care-giving through increased social rights and social security so that care-givers are able to receive recognition for the care they provide;

· Targeting men’s involvement in care-giving to highlight and address issues around unequal responsibilities in the workplace;

· Redistribute care-giving beyond the household through for example increasing the involvement of employers in providing care-friendly policies;

· Addressing stereotypical attitudes which perpetuate inequality in the distribution of responsibilities;

· Renewing efforts to address violence against women to raise awareness and effect behavioural change amongst both men and women; and

· Integrating the equal sharing of responsibilities into the overall promotion of gender equality.

· Improving the operating environment

Key changes and considerations to make the political arena more enabling for women include the following:

· Arranging better sitting hours in legislatures

· Decreasing the number of late night party meetings or parliamentary sessions.

· Engender rules regulating the work of parliaments, government institutions, and parties.

· Consult both female and male members of Parliament on how to improve work-life balance both for women and men.

· Challenge stereotypes by involving men in domestic responsibilities and make it part of the regular life schedule.
5. How can women and men work together to ensure women’s participation in politics

Gender inequality in political institutions is thus linked to both institutional and societal challenges. Traditional and social norms and attitudes prejudice both men and women’s preconceptions, affecting their understanding of how women can participate and be successful in politics.
 

Men continue to make up the majority of decision-making positions, even when women are well represented. Whilst men continue to make up the majority of positions of power, it will be necessary for women who want to advance gender equality to work with men in order to achieve this.
 This interaction can take many forms. Some of these are described below.

· Women’s caucuses and involving men

It is important that there are spaces for political engagement that are exclusively for women, for example women’s caucuses or women’s leagues, so that women are able to articulate agendas that are in their own interest, and take these forward to broader party caucuses. One manner in which these caucuses could advance gender equality in politics would be to invite male leaders to attend a joint-briefing session on issues that need changing. South Africa’s Multi-Party Women’s Caucus has partnered with the Portfolio Committee on Women in the past to host women’s roundtables, and other engagements. Inviting representatives from other committees could be a useful tool for lobbying. In addition, these women’s only spaces can lobby for the introduction of tools such as quotas and dedicated events in relation to women’s participation. 

· Working with men to promote access to funding

As identified above, one challenge to many women who would like to participate in politics is the lack of funding for campaigns. Without such access, women are less likely to get elected, which is possibly one of the reasons South Africa’s gender representation at local government level is not as good as at national level. In order to remedy this there is a need for women to network within traditionally men’s spaces, and to engage men in their parties around this issues. 

In addition, those women who are already in positions of political power have an opportunity to promote gender-responsive budgeting. Gender-responsive budgeting involves developing and analyzing budgets in a way that takes gender, and intersectionality into account, ensuring that women’s specific and contextual needs are considered. In addition, it means the consideration of how budgets affect men and women differently, and are used differently depending on who their target beneficiaries are. Gender-blind budgeting assumes that all financial allocations affect men and women in the same way, which is not the case.  This, in turn, can create a socio-economic context where women are more able to participate in political spaces in the first place.

· Encourage mainstreaming
Many Departments and parliamentary Committees are issue-focused and issue-driven. In many instances this has the effect of marginalising women’s issues to a defined space within the institution. Whilst women’s spaces are important, as described above, there is also the need to mainstream gender equality and women’s issues into all government work. In this way, more opportunities are created for women’s public participation in political spaces.

· Networking with men in non-political spaces
Women are not a homogenous group. Whilst they share interests (e.g. good labour practices, violence, women’s empowerment) in some instances they may share more in common with men from their communities, religious groups, or regions.
 By participating actively in such forums, and engaging men who share interests on the need to further gender equality and women’s participation, women and men can work together to achieve goals that benefit women in their communities. 

· Ending violence against women
Violence against women, and the threat of violence, limits women’s ability to participate fully in political, economic, and social processes. Most violence against women is perpetuated by men. It is also often perpetuated by intimate partners. Ending violence against women in South Africa requires work with men. 

Findings from the International Men and Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES) found a direct correlation between gender inequitable attitudes and men’s self-reported use of violence against women.
 In addition, it made clear that between 18 and 46 percent of men self-reported having used physical intimate partner violence.

Efforts to engage men and boys also take cognisance of the fact that men and boys are also affected (albeit indirectly) by violence against women, and also by gender inequitable relationships in political spaces.
  Many men have had partners and female relatives who have experienced violence, causing vicarious trauma to them. In addition, stereotypical gender norms that promote male violence affect men’s conceptions of their own masculinity and increases the likelihood that men will also perpetrate violence against other men. 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) (2010) suggests the following policy approaches when engaging men and boys to prevent violence against women:

· Use positive and affirmative messages and ensure that policy and programming with men has an agenda that promotes human rights and women’s rights;

· Encourage men to reflect on the impact of dominant gender norms, and norms of masculinity both on men and on women;

· Ensure that research is evidence-based and is integrated into existing policies and programmes (e.g. using working with men to inform health policies that are gender-equitable);

· Recognise that men are diverse and develop interventions that are context-specific;

· Use an ecological approach that recognises that gender roles and masculinities are shaped by a range of factors and structural determinants; and

· Use a range of social change strategies.

Importantly, the WHO suggests that whilst working with men is important, dedicated women’s units and measures are equally important, and any programs and activities should complement rather than replace existing initiatives. Furthermore, they suggest that where initiatives exist promoting gender equality and working with men, but are run by non-governmental organisations, these existing initiatives should receive government support, rather than the introduction of government-run duplicate initiatives.
 In this way, political spaces are transformed and created to support women’s success and safety. 

6. conclusion

Women are leaders, and deserve the opportunity to participate in politics. The representation of women not only strengthens the ability of government to be responsive to women’s issues, it also creates role models for young girls so that this progress can continue. Working with men is one of a number of strategies and activities that must be pursued in order to advance gender equality. As long as men continue to occupy positions of power, they are a strategic target for women’s lobbying and activism to promote women’s participation in politics. As the WHO suggests, it is important that these activities are undertaken in support of existing initiatives to promote women’s gender equality through programmes targeting women, and not at their expense.

Any strategies or programmes to promote the advancement of women in the political arena must address the array of imbalances still existing in the private and public sector. Legislative changes alone are not enough to change the role and position of women – organisational change is key. Also, the nature and challenges of women’s social, cultural and professional positions must be taken into account in the design of any policies for change. Success indicators for women’s participation in the political environment must include the introduction of political, institutional and financial guarantees to ensure women’s nomination and equal participation in electoral campaigns. Added to this is the importance of legislative regulations to implement effective quota mechanisms to ensure women’s representation at all levels of government. 

The exclusion of women from leadership positions in all spheres of society presents an obstacle to achieving true democracy and the integration of gender into policies and programmes for change. 
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