Zambian women demand gender policy

The Zambian government must prove its political commitment to gender equality by implementing recommendations of the national gender policy, say activists. Wilcliff Sakala reports. 

________________________________________________________________________
THIS challenge is an indication of the displeasure that women in this Southern African nation still feel at being discriminated against in many key areas of national decision-making. 

In Zambia, women make up nearly 52% of the country's 10 million people, but their role is negligible when it comes to determining affairs of the state. 

There are only two women in a Cabinet of 25 ministers and just 16 of 158 members of parliament are women. There are two women out of eight judges in the Supreme Court. In local government, only 80 out of 1,300 councillors are women, while in the civil service, only nine permanent secretaries out of 41 are women. Because of low income and lack of employment and educational opportunities, women form more than half of the country's poor, estimated at 80%, earning a dollar or less per day. 

Only a sixth of the 470,000 people employed in the formal labour sector are women, and whereas 76% of men are able to read and write, only 57% of women are literate, according to the government's Central Statistical Office. 

These disparities are ironic: women are the majority voters and cultivate most of the food in the country, but usually end up at the bottom of the ladder. 'We are asking for the implementation of the gender policy because the playing field is not levelled,' says Honorine Muyoyeta of the National Women's Lobby Group. 

The gender policy aims to increase the proportion of women in political offices to at least 30% by 2003, provide women with quicker access to education and health facilities, promote full access to productive resources such as land and eliminate laws that inhibit widows from inheriting their husbands' property and that require women to be married to qualify for a bank loan. 

The policy is a result of the 1995 Beijing International Conference for Women that recommended that countries take practical measures to respect the rights of women and promote their advancement. The Zambian government adopted the recommendations soon after the conference. This was after the local women's movement had brought the resolutions home through the Strategic Plan for the Advancement of Women (SPAW), which spells out five main areas of concern to campaigners including health, education, poverty, political participation and gender-based violence. 

President Frederick Chiluba says his government is committed to promoting women's equal participation in politics. 'We have seen that women can make great leaders and effective ministers. They need not sit on the fence,' said the president at the launch of this year's International Women's Day in Lusaka. The presidential comments are, however, nothing but mere rhetoric, say rights campaigners. Muyoyeta says government officials are quick in signing international documents but slower to implement them. Gwendoline Konie, former Zambian Ambassador to Germany, agrees: 'What we don't have is a political will to ensure that gender imbalances are eliminated. Government's commitment to implementing the gender policy is increasingly being questioned because of recent official lukewarm approach to the issue.' 

In his address, Chiluba did not make any reference to the document, only preferring to comment in passing that all discriminatory practices be eliminated to ensure gender equality. He did not explain how his government would ensure that this is done. Gender activists say the policy, prepared in 1996,is a window of hope for taking women's issues into consideration. If implemented, they say, the policy would serve as a guide and a constant reference point in meeting the goals for the advancement of women. 

Backpedalling 

The government had pledged to implement the policy in the first quarter of 1999 following a national symposium of stakeholders in late 1998 at which the document was adopted. But the authorities have now clearly back-pedalled on their promise. Michael Sata, the Minister without Portfolio, who chaired the 1998 symposium says the government would like to study the policy further before implementation
He has called for another national symposium, scheduled for the mid-year, to discuss the document. He says the current document is a photocopy, dubbed from Western countries by local NGOs, without taking into account local traditional values, such as lobola (dowry). In particular, he has cited Nordic countries, which he accuses of threatening to cut their donor aid to Zambia to push the government to implement the policy. Zambia wants to develop its own local programme that is people-driven to suit the aspirations of the country, according to the minister
Sata repeated his argument in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, last November at a regional women's conference called to assess progress made by countries on the implementation of the Beijing resolutions. He said: 'The government will not divert re-sources meant for national development to the advancement of women’. His remarks, reported widely by the international media, caused much fury among both the delegates and Zambian gender activists at home. In Lusaka, hundreds of men and women, carrying placards, picketed outside the Cabinet Office to protest the minister's remarks. 'Gender Policy Now!' screamed one placard, while another read, 'Where is our Gender Policy?' 

The National Women's Lobby Group reacted: 'Should Zambian women...be denied their rights and privileges because they omitted a sentence on lobola in the policy? In fact, the policy also talks about traditions and culture as they affect the advancement of women. Mr Sata's excuse is not valid.' 

Said Victoria Jalango, the Group's Chairperson: 'We will continue to demand for the implementation of the gender policy because affirmative action is what we need to ensure that we get equal space in decision-making.'  

The above article first appeared in African Agenda (Vol.3 No.2). 

Wilcffi Sakala is a Zambian women's rights activist. 
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