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1. Scope of paper

This paper will focus on the question as to whether or not African States that are part of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association (CPA) are making significant progress in achieving gender balance in political participation, with a specific emphasis on the role of women in Parliaments. The paper is structured as follows: It begins by sketching the international context within which women are represented in Parliaments across the globe. It then provides a theoretical overview on the role of the State and why it is important that women are adequately represented in public office and summarises some of the critical impediments that serve to hinder the participation of women in political life. This is then followed by an analysis of some of the statistics of the numbers of women represented in African Parliaments. The South African context is then explored by focusing on the political landscape in terms of the numbers of women in political positions at national and provincial levels. Because the juxtaposition of the “private” and “public” realms in political science theory does not provide an adequate conceptual framework for understanding the societal roles ascribed to women, it has become contested terrain. Gender analysts have come to question this conceptualisation and have called into question the usefulness of this dichotomy. The implications of this are considered in terms of how it serves to impede women’s participation in political life. The paper then ends by considering the roles of electoral systems, civil society and national gender machinery in ensuring that more women are elected into public office.

2. Background

Women hold a global average of about 15.6% of seats in Parliaments around the world.
 From June 2000 to September 2005, the number of countries reaching or surpassing the United Nations-designated goal of 30% women in national Parliaments has doubled from 10 to 21. Countries reaching this target now extend beyond the Nordic countries to include countries in Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean.

Universal franchise in free and fair elections is recognised as a minimum standard for democratic societies. Yet, for a long time in the history of political engagement, women were excluded from the franchise. The history of many democracies globally has, therefore, almost invariably entailed the struggle of suffrage movements to enfranchise women. In many African countries, the struggle for the right of women to participate in political processes has been impacted upon and inextricably linked to the struggle for self-determination and anti-colonial and liberation struggles in many countries. 

At the 49th Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference in Bangladesh in 2003, the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association (CPA) called on governments to work towards giving effect to the Millenium Development Goals by integrating gender considerations into all policy-making and to ensure that women are elected into public office. Heads of States were requested to provide resources and practical strategies so that Commonwealth nations can achieve the goal of 30% representation by women in Parliaments and legislatures by 2005. Commonwealth governments have also been called upon to implement gender-based programme analysis and gender responsive budgeting, and to integrate gender into the drafting of legislation and formulation of policies. 

In  2000, the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women launched the global 50/50 campaign, aimed at ensuring equal representation of women and men in public office, with an emphasis on national Parliaments. The campaign seeks to bolster women’s participation in all decision-making processes worldwide. The 50/50 campaign not only seeks to increase the representation of women in public office, but further aims to pursue a progressive human rights agenda aimed at transforming “malestream” politics into a development agenda for the common good.
 

It is also important to note that many countries have ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) of 1979. For example, Angola; Botswana; the Democratic Republic of the Congo; Lesotho; Malawi; Mauritius; Mozambique; Namibia; Seychelles; South Africa; Tanzania; Zambia and Zimbabwe have all ratified it with no reservations. Parts 1 and 2 of CEDAW address measures to further the advancement of women in political and public life. Notwithstanding such commitments, many States have continued to fare poorly in according women greater representation in political institutions. 

3. Theoretical overview: Conceptualising the role of the state- 

    why are more women needed in state structures?

The recent past has seen the emergence of invigorating theoretical work in the field of women, politics and the State, produced by African scholars. Studies of women and their relationship to the State include both women’s access to power in the State and women’s role in governance, policy- making and political participation. The work of Tamale (2003), Lazreg (2004), Mama (2000) and Hassim and Gouws (2003), for example, all grapple with the implications of State policy for women in a number of countries and the role of women in public office in effecting gender sensitive public policy. Initially, scholarship on women and the State tended to focus on the impact of the colonial and post-colonial State on women’s lives. Studies of women’s participation in the crafting of public policy and in governance issues emerged later. Since the mid 1990s, there has been a significant increase in studies of women and statecraft, which has come to constitute a growing field in the last 5 years or so.
 The Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in September 1995, culminated with the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. The Beijing Platform for Action includes agreements aimed at enhancing the participation of women in power and decision-making and the creation of institutional mechanisms for the advancement of women. Both these critical areas of concern relate directly to women’s relationship with the State. Yet, it has been argued that State action is often both gender blind and gender biased and that relying solely on the State to outlaw gender discrimination is fraught with attendant problems.
 In many instances, the State is an inherently patriarchal institution and yet women appeal to it and depend on it for resolving gender inequity.

The role of the State, simplistically put, is to govern, make laws and deliver services in the interest of the collective well-being. Public administration theory in the 1960s conceptualised the role of the State in terms of acting in the collective interest through processes of assimilating and acting upon inputs into the political system made by civil society. David Easton’s systems theory (1965), for example, provides a conceptual framework of the political system whereby the development of public policy is seen as process of receiving policy inputs from the ‘environment’, mediated through input channels such as the media, political parties and interest groups in civil society. These demands on the political system are then, through a process of negotiation, transformed into political outputs that are manifested in the form of public policy. Systems theory is therefore used to describe conceptual frameworks and methodologies for understanding how the political system responds to changes in the policy environment. It views political outputs, which are the decisions and actions of State authorities, as a logical consequence to processed inputs. This model is essentially structuralist in its outlook and does not adequately convey the complexities of the policy process, particularly as it relates to how power dynamics operates within this system. It does, however, provide a departure point for conceptualising how public policy is impacted upon by different stakeholders in the political system and the importance of defining and articulating political interests and placing pressure on the political system so as to effect social change. This means that the role of women in political decision-making positions is critical in placing women’s strategic and practical gender needs on the political agenda.

In conceptualising the State and the influence that it exerts, many writers have tended to portray the State as a unitary, monolithic and intentional actor, which acts according to a fixed set of interests. Such conceptualisations can be fraught with attendant problems and it is instead more useful to avoid conceptualising the State as an institution, but to rather view it as an arena and a collection of practices, which are historically produced and not structurally ‘given’. Mies (1996) also cautions against drawing over-simplistic generalisations about the State always operating from a position of patriarchy and only serving men’s interests. She argues that a gendered analysis of the State will run into the same difficulties as Marxist functionalists if gender is substituted for class and it is argued that the State is a general patriarch defending male interests. This portrayal presents the State as a homogenous, passive tool that serves a monolithic larger interest. This serves to underestimate the complexity of the State and the fact that it comprises many different organisations with conflicting interests that offer different prospects for feminist incursions. Mies argues further that such reductionist arguments serve to obscure the histories of women’s struggles and are incapable of explaining genuine victories achieved in furthering women’s interests. The State and masculine domination do not therefore have a single source of power and the State’s control of its subjects is “unsystematic, multi-dimensional and generally sub-conscious” (Gouws, 2004). Following a similar train of thought, Naidoo (2003) cautions against simplistic theories that associate the State with being “intrinsically bad” and civil society with being “intrinsically good”. Civil society has also been notorious for perpetuating practices that discriminate against women and at times, women have needed to turn to the State to challenge gender discrimination in civil society.
 This means that women’s organisations need to negotiate their way through complex and shifting allegiances between the two sets of institutions. 

Whilst acknowledging that the State is not a unitary, monolithic entity with a monopoly on social power, the State is seen as wielding a significant amount of social power because of the resources at its disposal, because it holds the key to economic and social development and because it has the ability to modify the behaviour of its citizens. Throughout history, it has also played a critical role in maintaining and reinforcing the existing power dynamics in social relations. Hassim (2000) offers a useful departure point for thinking about women’s relationship with the State. She argues that given women’s contradictory experiences of the State as both benevolent and regulating, gender activists may need to consider the post-structural notion of the dispersal of power, where the State is conceptualised in complex terms as having multiple identities and values, which at times come into conflict with each other. The State also comprises different structural entities or a series of different arenas, each of which have their own identities and values and are made up of individuals who contribute to the collective identity and value system. In each of these arenas, political interests are formed. Watson (1990) sees the State as having a ‘plurality of discursive forms’, which is a useful departure point for conceptualising the complex identity of the State. The State can therefore be conceptualised as a site of power that regulates discourse where unequal distributions of discursive power come into play. Policy outcomes are dependent upon the interests that are constituted within the State. If groups are to share in policy outcomes, then their interests need to be articulated and maintained within the State.
 This is why the increased representation of women in public office is critical in placing women’s needs and interests on the policy agenda.

In the South African context, the post 1994 period has seen the integration of many of the women who were instrumental in fighting the apartheid regime into key political and bureaucratic positions. Many of these women were instrumental in advocating for gender equity, in establishing the Women’s National Coalition
, in framing the Women’s Charter for Effective Equality and in designing and campaigning for the structural means to give effect to the eradication of gender inequity such as the establishment of the national gender machinery. Many of them have consistently espoused the political will to create spaces for women in civil society to engage with the State and machineries of governance. The national gender machinery (the Commission for Gender Equality, the Joint Monitoring Committee on the Improvement of Quality of Life and Status of Women, the Office on the Status of Women) and the Gender Focal Points is a space where many State gender activists have located themselves. Notwithstanding significant gains made by these gender activists, there has still been critique of the extent to which women in public office have been successful in engendering public policy. Gouws (2004), for example, argues that notwithstanding the increased numbers of gender activists working for the State, something has gone awry in both according women the space to articulate their needs and interests in the public arena and in addressing their service delivery-related needs. Notwithstanding the existence of the national machinery, several studies of women’s politics in South Africa, such as Watson and Rhoda (2003) have attested to the difficulties of organising women politically and of sustaining women’s participation in the policy process over time.

One of the consequences of the fact that many gender activists have migrated from the realm of civil society to be incorporated into State structures, is the fact that the State has increasingly been viewed as the site through which gender equity will come about. For this reason, Gouws (2004) argues that the emergence of “state feminism” has in turn resulted in a shift of women’s activism to the State arena, the demobilisation of civil society and an over-reliance on government to change the quality of women’s lives. Yet, because the State has failed to fundamentally alter the quality of many women’s lives and to include them in critical decision-making processes, Muthwa (2004) argues that there is a need to re-ignite civil society activism. She argues that gender pressure groups and NGOs in South Africa have had limited impact because of the disjointedness of their efforts. She argues further that women in government need external political pressure to keep them focussed and responsive to gender concerns and that one of the critical challenges for activists working in civil society is to engage with their counterparts in government.  

Notwithstanding the need to be wary of an over-reliance on the State to address gender inequity, the adequate representation of women in political decision-making structures is significant for three key reasons. The first is that, even though there is no guarantee, women are more likely to be sensitive to women’s practical and strategic
 gender needs than men. Increased representation of women is therefore more likely to create a situation where women’s issues are placed on the political agenda and where the tendency of political institutions to be patriarchal in nature, is consistently challenged. Secondly, research has found that women in civil society seem to find it easier to access and relate to women in public office than to men.
  This is because women are more likely to relate to the gendered experiences of women. Lastly, the adequate representation of women in decision-making capacities is important because it is a human rights issue. Women should be entitled, because it is in line with giving substance to their human rights, to occupy public office and to have women represent their interests in elected office in adequate numbers. 

It is therefore important, and in the interests of enhancing the quality of women’s lives holistically, that women are appropriately represented in public office. However, the magnitude of the constraints that serve as an impediment to this is of great concern.  Some of these constraints include the following:

· Societal roles and attitudes: Societal constructions of masculine and feminine identities and the attendant gendered roles assigned to men and women can serve to negatively impact on the extent to which women are represented in public office. Societal attitudes that construe men as better political actors and that legitimate men and their political actions, whilst undermining the contribution that women can make, are instrumental in serving as an impediment to women’s political careers. 

· Women’s role in reproductive responsibilities: The role that many women play in reproductive and child-caring responsibilities and in caring for the aged and the those who are ill, can serve to limit the time available to them to engage in activities that extend beyond their domestic and community work. 

· Education, employment and financial considerations: Often women’s access to education is limited and this influences their professional advancement. South Africa has taken many steps to ensure that girls and women have access to education and employment opportunities.

4. Statistics of women in Parliaments

While a few countries have been able to show considerable progress in the number of women represented in Parliament, the numbers of women in most Parliaments have increased incrementally in the past decade. On the African continent, Rwanda’s elections in 2003 saw one of the most significant increases in women’s representation in Parliament. This increase amounted to 23.1% more women being elected to the National Assembly. The representation of women in Parliament currently stands at an impressive 48.8%, rendering Rwanda the country that has come closest to reaching equal numbers of men and women in national Parliament. Among the reasons for this shift, is the fact that women MPs in Rwanda benefited from a constitutional quota which reserves 24 of the 80 seats in the Lower House and 30% of the seats in the Upper House to women. In order to attain this, Rwandan women lobbied heavily and impacted upon the drafting of the new Constitution and the development of election guidelines that guaranteed seats for women candidates. They were also instrumental in the creation of a government ministry of women’s affairs that promotes policies that take cognisance of women’s gendered needs.  

From a regional perspective, Sub-Saharan Africa has also made significant shifts where the regional average has increased from 11.3% in 2000, to 15.3% in 2004. Globally, the world average of women in both Houses of Parliament combined, amounts to 15.6%, which falls far short of the goal of 30%.  This is reflected in Table number 1:

Table 1: World average of Members of Parliament (MPs) for both Houses combined

	Total MPs
	42 549

	Number of MPs for which the gender breakdown is known: 
	40 063

	Men
	33 819

	Women
	 6 244

	Percentage of women
	15.6%


The IPU has compiled data that ranks States in terms of the numbers of women represented in Parliament. The top twenty States with the highest representation of women in Parliament are reflected in table number 2:

Table 2: Top twenty states in relation to numbers of women in Parliament

	Rank
	Country
	% Women in Lower House 
	% Women in Upper House or Senate

	1
	Rwanda
	48.8
	34.6%

	2
	Sweden
	45.3
	-

	3
	Norway
	38.2
	-

	4
	Denmark
	38
	-

	5
	Finland
	37.5
	-

	6
	Netherlands
	36.7
	29.3

	7
	Cuba
	36
	-

	7
	Spain
	36
	23.2

	8
	Costa Rica
	35.1
	-

	9
	Mozambique
	34.8
	-

	10
	Belgium
	34.7
	38

	11
	Austria
	33.9
	27.4

	12
	Argentina
	33.7
	33.3

	13
	Germany
	32.8
	18.8

	13
	South Africa 
	32.8
	33.3

	14
	Guyana
	30.8
	-

	15
	Iceland
	30.2
	-

	16
	Belarus
	29.4
	31.6

	16
	Seychelles
	29.4
	-

	17
	New Zealand
	28.3
	-

	18
	Viet Nam
	27.3
	-

	19
	Grenada
	26.7
	30.8

	20
	Bulgaria
	26.3
	-


As can be seen from the table above, the prospects for attaining a 50% target in the near future appear dismal within the global context. In fact, the prospects for attaining a 30% target appear dismal. Only 17 States have reached a 30% target to date and women still only comprise 10% or less of the national legislature in about 65 States. Not one State has reached the 50% target as set by the CSW campaign. Table 2 also shows that South Africa has made significant strides in ensuring that women are elected into public office. Before the 1994 elections, South Africa had ranked 141 on the global list, but has moved up to 13th position following the 2004 elections. The following table reflects the representation of women in Parliament in African States that are part of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association.

Table 3: Ranking of CPA States on the African Continent

	Ranking in relation to other CPA States in Africa
	Global Ranking
	Country
	% Women in Lower House 
	% Women in Upper House or Senate

	1
	9
	Mozambique
	34.8
	-

	2
	13
	South Africa
	32.8
	33.3

	3
	16
	Seychelles
	29.4
	-

	4
	22
	Namibia
	25
	26.9

	5
	24
	Uganda
	23.9
	-

	6
	32
	Tanzania
	21.4
	-

	7
	61
	Sierra Leone
	14.5
	-

	8
	63
	Malawi
	14
	-

	9
	65
	Gambia
	13.2
	-

	10
	72
	Zambia
	12
	-

	11
	73
	Lesotho
	11.7
	36.4

	12
	77
	Botswana
	11.1
	-

	13
	78
	Ghana
	10.9
	-

	14
	79
	Swaziland
	10.8
	30

	15
	90
	Cameroon
	8.9
	-

	16
	99
	Kenya
	7.1
	-

	17
	109
	Mauritius
	5.7
	-

	18
	114
	Nigeria
	4.7
	2.8


As can be seen from Table 3, States on the African continent have not fared very well in terms of ensuring that adequate numbers of women are represented in its Parliaments. South Africa and Mozambique emerge as the only 2 States to have reached a 30% target, with Mozambique topping the list with 34.8% women in its Parliament. Namibia (25%), Uganda (23.9%) and Tanzania (21.4%) are the only States to have reached a level of over 20%. Many States fall below 20% and a significant number have less than 10% representation of women. This has negative implications for the development of public policy that serves to address women’s specific gendered needs and interests. If policy decisions and laws have to be made for the benefit of all members of society, then the extent to which the decision-making bodies are able to take into account the experiences of as broad a spectrum of that society as possible, will be the gauge of the degree to which its decisions will be appropriate and meet the needs of the entire society, rather than those of a particular group or groups.
 

It needs to be noted that at least 6 countries:  Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, Swaziland, Tanzania and Zambia, have identified the representation of women in power and decision-making as one of their national priority areas of concern.
 This commitment has, however, not manifested itself in practice.  

6. The South African Context

Since 1994, the representation and participation of women in the public sphere in South Africa has been greatly enhanced.  Over the past 10 years, the numbers of women elected into public office at national level has increased significantly. In the pre-1994 period, the Women’s National Coalition played an instrumental role in bargaining for a high level of representation of women in public office. In the period leading up to the 1999 elections, women and civil society organisations also ensured that there was a fairly high level of mobilisation around gender issues, which further contributed to increasing the number of women in parliamentary positions. 

In anticipation of the 2004 elections, civil society campaigns such as the 50/50 campaign aimed to achieve balanced representation of women and men in public office. This initiative constitutes part of a global campaign co-ordinated by the Women’s Environment and Development Organisation (WEDO). Locally, it is spearheaded by the Commission for Gender Equality, the Gender Advocacy Project and the Institute for Democracy in South Africa. Other African countries involved include Namibia and Uganda. Given that Rwanda is the only State to have come close to achieving 50% representation of women, it is clear that the 50/50 campaign still has much work to do in campaigning for equal representation of women in public office.

The African National Congress (ANC) won the 2004 elections in South Africa, receiving 69.68% of the vote. There are currently 400 members in the National Assembly
. Of these, 32.8% are women.
 There are 7 office bearers in the National Assembly:  the Speaker, Deputy Speaker, 3 House Chairpersons, Chief Whip of the Majority Party and Leader of the Opposition.  Three of these positions are currently filled by women.

The National Council of Provinces (NCOP) is composed of a delegation from each province consisting of 10 delegates. Of the 10 delegates, 6 are permanent delegates and 4 are special delegates and serve for limited periods. Of the 54 permanent delegates from the 9 provinces, 33.3% are women.
 The National Council of Provinces has 5 office bearers, namely the Chairperson of the NCOP, Deputy Chairperson of the NCOP, a Chief Whip, a Chairperson of Committees and a Deputy Chairperson of Committees. Currently, 2 of these positions are filled by women, namely the positions of Deputy Chairperson of the NCOP and the Chairperson of Committees.

The high level of representation of women in the South African Parliament can largely be attributed to the ANC’s commitment to a one third gender quota where approximately every third name on its national candidate’s list was a woman. In order to achieve 50% representation of women, the candidate list would need to be a zebra list where every second name is that of a woman.  Gouws (2004) has critiqued that none of the opposition parties adhered to a quota system to ensure that women were well represented, although they did manage to get more women into Parliament. 
At Cabinet level, women are now approaching the 50% mark. South Africa has a woman in the position of Deputy President and women comprise 43% of South Africa’s 28 national Ministers and 43% of the 21 Deputy Ministers.  Within the executive, women have therefore moved beyond the 30% critical mass needed to become a powerful force in government. The President has set the goal of reaching 50% representivity in the national executive after the next national elections in 2009. Women Ministers and Deputy Ministers have not only been deployed to portfolios with which they are internationally traditionally associated (such as Arts and Culture; Health; Social Services and Housing), but have also served key portfolios such as Foreign Affairs, Safety and Security; Justice and Constitutional Development; Public Service and Administration; Trade and Industry; Home Affairs and Minerals and Energy. 
At provincial and local levels, women are not represented as well as they are at national level. Four (44,44%) of the nine provincial Premiers are women. These are the Eastern Cape, Northern Cape, Free State and the North West provinces. In 2003, women constituted approximately 24% of provincial legislators. In 2003 Gauteng, the Northern Cape and North West were the only 3 provinces that had ensured that 30% of their Members of Provincial Legislatures (MPLs) were women.
  Following the elections in 2004, further progress has been made in enhancing the representation of women in provincial legislatures. The current average of women in provincial legislatures now stands at 32.3%. The breakdown per province is reflected in the following table.

Table 4: Representation of women in Provincial Legislatures in South Africa for 2004

	Province
	Number of Women Parliamentarians
	Number of Men Parliamentarians
	Percentage of Women Parliamentarians

	Eastern Cape
	23
	46
	33.33%

	Free State
	9
	21
	30%

	Gauteng
	32
	42
	43.2%

	Kwa-Zulu Natal
	20
	50
	28.57%

	Limpopo
	16
	33
	33%

	Mpumalanga
	9
	21
	30%

	North West
	7
	15
	31.8%

	North West
	7
	15
	31.8%

	Northern Cape
	11
	19
	37%

	Western Cape
	12
	30
	28.57%


6. The role of the public/ private dichotomy in impeding women’s access to public office

One of the most critical impediments that serve to hinder the participation of women in political decision-making, pertains to the public/ private dichotomy and how this impacts upon women’s roles in society. 

Political science theory has drawn a distinction between the ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres. The private sphere has traditionally been associated with the realm of the family and domestic life and is juxtaposed against the public sphere, which is the realm of the political where men occupy positions of authority. Feminists have challenged this binary conceptualisation, arguing that because of the links between domestic, social and political activities, there is in fact a continuum between the public and private spheres. Conceptualising these spheres as polarities has served to reinforce the oppression of women as the political identities of men and women have become constituted through their different relationships within the public and private spheres. For example, women have historically been assigned apolitical roles even though, in practice, they have transcended this boundary to enter into political roles, mostly at the level of informal, community-based politics (where they are often instrumental in mobilising and advocating for basic needs such as access to food, water, shelter, primary health care etc.) that are largely not rewarded in monetary terms. This contrasts with the way in which men engage in politics at community level, which is more likely to be at a formal level where work is compensated for in monetary terms, such as being a local government councillor. 

The distinction between the public and private spheres has, therefore, served to exclude women from participation in the public realm. One of the reasons for this is that the distinction between public and private does not capture women’s reality where their unequal position within the family has established the boundaries of their public participation. The masculine norms that underpin engagement in the ‘’public sphere’’ and political arena have also been instrumental in alienating women.
  From a gender analysis perspective, it is therefore far more useful to conceptualise an intermediate associational realm between the state/ political life and family life where women’s experiences in one realm are impacted upon and inextricably linked to the other. It is important to note that the political roles and identities of men and women are not ‘natural’ but are historically and culturally constructed and socially located.
  

7. Electoral systems as a means of ensuring that more women are elected into public office

Countries that have achieved a level of 30% representation of women in Parliament have adopted at least one of the 3 key mechanisms recommended by the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action. These mechanisms include quotas for women in the form of mandatory targets set by governments or political parties to ensure a certain percentage of women candidates, campaign subsidies and a system of proportional representation where each political party receives parliamentary seats in proportion to its overall share of the national vote. 

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.

The worldwide movement towards democratic governance in the 1980s and 1990s stimulated a new urgency in the search for enduring models of appropriate representative government, along with a fresh evaluation of electoral systems. This process has been encouraged by the realisation that the choice of political institutions can have a significant impact upon the wider political system.  Electoral system design is now accepted as being of critical importance to wider issues of governance and plays a critical role in impacting upon the numbers of women elected into political institutions. The 13 States with the highest representation of women in Parliament all make use of either a proportional representation system or a quota system to ensure high levels of representation of women.
 

7.1 Special measures: proportional representation systems, quotas and reserved seats 

Because there is often a voter bias towards male candidates, women tend to fare better in a proportional representation system than when they stand as ward candidates. In a proportional representation election, the attention focuses more on the political party than the individual candidate. The proportional representation (PR) system with closed lists where parties have adopted quotas for women candidates, combined with institutionalised party systems that have formal, central rules for candidate selection (such as South Africa, the Scandinavian countries and France) have proved to be more effective in yielding a 30% target of women in national legislatures.
 The constituency-based system, in operation in States such as Egypt since 1990, is viewed by many as an insurmountable barrier for women.

Of the 38 countries that held elections in 2003, 50% had some kind of mechanism to improve women’s chances of being elected to Parliament. These took the form of reserved seats in Parliament, electoral candidate quotas endorsed by political parties or other affirmative action measures. As has been mentioned previously, in the 2003 elections in Rwanda, the percentage of women in Parliament increased by 23.1% from the previous election. This achievement can partly be attributed to the fact that special temporary measures had been implemented before the elections, such as quotas. It has been argued that the introduction of a quota system to some extent countered the cultural and political barriers that precluded women’s participation in politics.
 

There are 3 types of quotas designed to facilitate women’s access to elective office and senior posts in politics, namely those established by the Constitution, those established in terms of national legislation and those established by political parties. Some countries, such as Burkina, Faso and Uganda, have made constitutional provisions to reserve seats in the national Parliament for women. Other states, such as the Sudan, have employed election law quotas to ensure the representation of women. 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. Political party quotas are adopted to include a certain percentage of women as candidates for public office. The representation of women depends on the commitment of the political parties to furthering gender equity. In this respect, the ANC fared relatively well in that it made use of a quota system as part of its internal decision-making structure. 

There are about 50 States in total that have quotas for the representation of women in their legislatures.
 In Jordan and Djibouti, the introduction of quotas marked a significant change in the participation of women in public office. In Jordan, only one woman had been elected to serve on the legislature in the past, whilst in Djibouti, no woman had ever served in Parliament. In Jordan, King Abdallah created 6 parliamentary seats for women in the June 2003 elections. These women now comprise 5.4% of the Lower House. In Djibouti, the electoral law was amended and stipulated that parties had to put women candidates forward for election. This consequently resulted in 7 women being elected to serve in Parliament.    

The Inter-Parliamentary Union contends that a combination of quotas, including the “zipper-style” quota alternates equal numbers of women and men on party electoral lists, in conjunction with the proportional representation system, works best to increase the representation of women in national decision-making bodies. This combination of approaches was employed by 19 of the 21 nations that have attained the 30% critical mass of women parliamentarians.
 While quotas alone will not solve the problem of patriarchal power imbalances, the increased representation of women in decision-making positions will ultimately provide strategic opportunities for sensitising public policy to the needs and interests of women. 

7.2 The role of civil society and the gender machinery in effecting change

The role of civil society and the national gender machinery in impacting upon the numbers of women elected into public office through advocating for gender-sensitive electoral systems must not be under-estimated. In the South African context, the national gender machinery refers to the structures that have been put in place by the State to take responsibility for the periodic reviewing of changing conditions (or lack thereof) of women’s lives and for eradicating the factors that perpetuate women’s subordination. Its purpose is “to create a political, economic, legislative and judicial environment that enables women to enjoy, exercise and defend all their economic, social and political rights on an equal basis with men”.
 It comprises 3 formal structures, namely the Commission for Gender Equality (CGE), the Office on the Status of Women (OSW) and the Joint Monitoring Committee on the Improvement of the Quality of Life and Status of Women (JMCIQLSW).

The CGE was one of the organisations that were instrumental in advocating for more women in public office in the prelude to the 2004 elections. Part of its work in this regard included making a submission to the Electoral Task Team. The CGE submission analysed both the merits and disadvantages of the constituency-based system, proportional representation and parallel and mixed member proportional systems. The CGE argued that the present system of closed lists in a proportional representation system, based on the representation from a single national and nine provincial constituencies, presents the best system to optimise the proportional representation of women. It further argued for a legislated quota system with equal representation, so that the candidate list had to be comprised of equal numbers of women and men, in a zebra stripe list.  In addition to this, the CGE recommended:

· Parliament should evaluate the effectiveness of parliamentary representation and whether citizen’s needs are being met.  This must include a comparative evaluation of women and men representatives. 

· Political parties need to accommodate women candidates on their national and provincial electoral lists in equal numbers to men. 

· Political parties need to promote women candidates in equal numbers.

· Political parties need to adopt sexual harassment policies. 

· The existing proportional representation electoral system should remain in place. 

· A legislated quota should be introduced to allow for 50/50 representation of women and men.  

8. Conclusion

An analysis of women’s representation in Parliaments on the African continent shows that the prospects of attaining the target of 50% representation of women in the near future, does not look promising on the whole. Given that only 2 African States have so far achieved a level of 30% representation of women, the challenge of attaining a 30% target will also require significant effort on the part of many States on the continent. The need for special measures to increase the numbers of women elected into public office, such as legislated quotas, party commitment to compiling zebra-style candidate lists, proportional representation election systems, the role of civil society in advocating for increased numbers of women, etc. are instrumental in ensuring that women claim their rightful space in political institutions. 

It is, however, important to note that special measures that increase the potential for women to be elected into public office are not sufficient by themselves. It is important that they constitute part of a more holistic strategy to dissipate disparity between women and men. In the context of electoral systems and campaigns, it is important that public awareness and sensitisation campaigns are conducted by government and related roleplayers in civil society. It is also critical that the location of women in political positions of authority is contextualised within the broader struggle to bring about gender equity in political, economic and social spheres of life and to eradicate the subordination of women.
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