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As Nigeria plans another bold attempt at constitutional reform, female parliamentarians across the six geopolitical zones in the country, including the National Assembly, have called for a participatory approach.

This approach, which should apply the principles of diversity, inclusivity, participation, and openness to the proposed review process, was described as imperative to sustain and strengthen a multi-stakeholder alliance for the purpose of gender advocacy.

Above parliamentarians, under the aegis of (Forum for Women Parliamentarians), converged in Abuja last week in a two-day retreat organised by the Forum for Women Parliamentarians in Nigeria and the Coalitions for Change (C4C) to address the gender gaps in the constitutional process and contents through a dialogue mechanism.

There, they expressed grave concern that the exclusion of women from the constitutional review processes and other processes in Nigeria, presents a serious vacuum.

According to the parliamentarians, issues of gender have largely been neglected in Nigeria's experience with constitution making, and that certain constitutional provisions inhibit women's enjoyment of full citizenship.

The Forum, which brought together stakeholders and participants drawn from the various sectors of the economy, scholars, lawyers and academics, noted that constitutional review without popular participation cannot guarantee people's aspirations and needs.

In his opening remark, the Minister of the Federal Capital Territory, Dr. Aliyu Modibbo expressed grave concern in getting the Constitution reviewed clause by clause to effectively bridge the gender gap. Modibbo, also the Chief host of the Forum, urged the Minister of Women Affairs to seek the FCT's conduct of affairs in relation to women issues and to also look at the Interior Ministry in relation to passport matters.

While expressing her support for the initiative, the Minister of Women Affairs, Hon. Saudatu Bungudu also advised the parliamentarians to create a desk which will support women political aspirations across the six geopolitical zones.

In the same vein, Chairman of the House of Representatives Committee on Education, Honourable Farouk Lawan noted that there is need to match objectives with the expectations, and urged the parliamentarians to identify the main problems.

At the forum whose discussants were drawn from drawn from the various fields, participants observed that there is a strong need to educate and mobilise women and men for this purpose.

Setting the tone for discussion under a session chaired by Prof. Jadesola Akande, Executive Director, Women, Law and Development Centre, Nigeria (WLDCN), Hon. Titi Oseni, Speaker, Ogun State House of Assembly and Coordinator, Forum for Women Parliamentarians suggested that the forum examine the need for a constitutional framework which will break the cultural and traditional barriers that encumber women participation in politics.

Prof. Akande also decried the exclusion of Nigerian women from the constitution making process, saying that this act predates the making of the 1999 Constitution.

Dayo Oluyemi-Kusa, in her paper titled, "Mainstreaming Gender Into The Constitutional Reform Process in Nigeria" explained that as part of mainstreaming gender in the constitutional amendment process, it is expected that stakeholders, especially constitutional amendment process facilitators develop, implement and report on gender equity for their constituencies.

For Professor Sam Egwu, Mr. Bamidele Aturu, Mr. Festus Okoye and Miss Idayat Hassan, to realise the right to participate in decision that would influence all lives, it is important to call on the government to focus on the establishment of a new social contract based on new alliances with popular forces, adding that, no national government can develop without its women.

In a communiqué issued at the end of the retreat to facilitate the operationalisation of a dialogue mechanism for addressing gender gaps in the constitutional process, participants observed that the non-implementation of the 30% affirmative action principle and the continued under representation of women at all levels of public life betrays Nigeria as not attaching serious importance to international norms.

According to the communiqué, jointly signed by Hon. Dorothy Obasi of Ebonyi State House of Assembly, Hon. Afiniki Eunice Dauda of Niger State House of Assembly and Hon. Omowunmi Olatunji Edet of Lagos State House of Assembly respectively, it is important to engage the constitutional review process, using a 'bottom-up approach', which builds on existing community based structures, to demand the inclusion of the affirmative action principle for all levels of public life in the revised Constitution.

Other dignitaries who graced the occasion were Senator Ime Ufot-Ekaette; Mrs. Yinka Olatunji, Director, Federal Ministry of Youth; Hajiya Maimuna Janah, Director, Women Affairs, Federal Ministry of Women Affairs; and Prof. Bolanle Awe, Chair, C4C Programme Advisory Panel.

