Education key for African women to overcome barriers

Liberia's President Ms Hellen Johnson Searleaf last week talked to section of women leaders from Africa and Asia on her experiences as first African woman President. In the first series of dialogues leading to an international colloquium to be held in Liberia’s capital Monrovia, she had interaction with women leaders under the theme “Overcoming barriers to women’s political leadership.” 

Tanzania’s women leaders were part of the interaction and were linked to Monrovia via video conference where she responded to questions from participants. Staff writer ICHIKAELI MARO reports… “EDUCATION for girl child has to be priority number one in African so that its women can overcome barriers in political life,” Liberia’s President Mrs Hellen Johnson Searlef has said. 

The Liberian President, however, admitted there is serious limitation for women to excel in public life because of lack of education in almost all African countries, including her own Liberia whose illiteracy level stands at 30 per cent, majority of those illiterate being women. 

She acknowledged the many advantages of education for girls, including having few children and marry later in life, confidence in running for public offices (because they will have the necessary qualifications) and empowerment in all areas (economic, legal and political). 

She said this in the first of three series dialogue leading to an international colloquium to be held in Monrovia in March, this year. The colloquium, to coincide with the March 8 international Women’s Day will be co-hosted by the Liberia’s President in collaboration with her counterpart-the President of Finland. 

The Liberian President, last week, held interactions with women leaders across Africa and Asia under the theme: ‘Uncovering barriers to women’s political leadership,’ via video conference. Tanzania was linked to the dialogue from Liberia’s capital Monrovia, together with Egypt, Indonesia and Sri Lanka via video conference at the Global Development Learning Centre (GDLC) at the Institute of Finance Management (IFM) in Dar es Salaam. 

The African women leaders expressed honour for the opportunity to link with the first African woman President for discussions. Tanzania’s women leaders who attended the dialogue included: the Minister for Industries, trade and Marketing, Dr Mary Nagu and the Minister of State in the Vice President’s Office responsible for Environment, Dr Batilda Buriani. 

Participating countries also had opportunity to share experiences on measures taken by respective governments aimed at overcoming barriers in women’s political leadership. Mrs Hellen Johnson Searleaf is the first African woman democratically elected president to lead Liberia in 2006.With a population of 1.9 people; Liberia is one of the African countries which have suffered political dictatorships, military rule and civil war in West Africa. 

In a wide range of experience sharing with African women leaders, Ms Searleaf last week talked of her experiences as an African woman president. Participants to the interaction had opportunity to offer recommendation on how African women could overcome barriers and reclaim their rightful positions in public life, including politics. 

Responding to questions by women leaders from participating countries, the Liberian President acknowledges that, despite efforts by governments, there is gender gap in political leadership throughout Africa. She attributed this to lack of education for girl child due to traditions that discriminate against them when it comes to education. 

She says: “There is a critical mass of illiterate women across the continent. Its because an African woman was fashioned to grow up to become a wife, mother and care giver in the family. But I am happy to note here that that gap is narrowing, thanks to the affirmative action by the African gender activists.” 

Rwanda’s President, Paul Kagame, was specifically praised as the African best example for championing gender equality and promotes women in the tiny East African country. Rwanda, which has just recovered from the 1994 genocide and two decades of civil conflicts, has the highest number of women parliamentarians in the world with 48 per cent of women representatives in Parliament. 

Implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Plan of Action depends on countries concerned to develop strategies aimed to promote women, Mrs Searleaf said, adding that African countries can replicate Rwanda’s best practice. On specific barriers to leadership for women, the Liberia’s President acknowledges the existence of such barriers. 

She says the only way out to this problem is for women leaders to work with colleagues in leadership with aim to forge national agenda. Liberia has established Young Parliament-which is a forum for more interaction between mainstream leadership and youth organizations. Mrs Searleaf also urges women leaders to earn courage through learning new things. 

“Women leaders should not be complacent with short term achievements, they should continue to learn everyday-particularly now that the world has become a global village and what takes place in one country has an impact in another country.” But she expresses satisfaction that “increasingly women are overcoming this challenge. 

Women need to be conservative in whatever they are doing.” Referring to her achievement, she says if she made it, more women in Africa can make it to the highest levels of leadership. She has faced disappointments as woman president. According to her, the illiteracy rate among Liberia’s rural women has been giving her headache. 

She says, like in many Africa countries, Liberia’s women have been victims of discriminative traditional practices that deny girls’ children right to education, inheritance and ownership of property including land. Explaining the importance of education for the girl child, Mrs Searleaf told the score of women leaders across Africa that there is more that could be done to promote women in leadership in the society. 

These include; encouraging girls’ enrollment and retention in schools so that they could become future leaders, encourage scholarships for women, encourage programmes for market women and increased the number of women representation in decision making levels. The number of unemployed youth in Liberia has been another challenge in Mrs Searleaf’s administration, she said, adding that she takes this as one of the unfulfilled mission of her leadership since she came into power in 2006. 

Talking about her own experience, she said it has taken her many years of physical discipline to be what she is today. “My many years of activism in the political arena played a big role in my becoming the President of Liberia,” she said, adding that she has been sensitive to issues that touch the common people in her country. On her support to women politicians, Mrs Searleaf said her role is to support women in leadership and not limit it to just in politics. 

“Support to women in politics is crucial, but not enough. There is need to have vision and agenda to the society. Explaining further on political leadership, the Liberia’s President admitted that financing political campaigns is a big issue - it is dominated by men partly because of the financial strength. There is need to find mechanisms that will help finance politicians. 

This can be done through studying best practices from other parts of the world, she said. President Hellen Johnson Searleaf told the women participants to the dialogue that she is looking forward to leave behind - when she completes her term of office - a very effective leadership for her country. According to her, provision of quality education and to prepare women to become leaders is a vision for 2025 in Liberia. 

“Changing attitudes that women’s leadership is as good will help change mindsets of those who have been conditioned to accept male domination in politics,” she said. She concluded by saying education is the key to break all social barriers, to excel and compete, and women need to increase education, improve their communication skills, open eyes to emerging issues. She emphasized: “It is time for women to stand up and claim their rightful rights in society.” 

Participants to the dialogue have noted that economic, legal and social frameworks across the African continent have been major contributing factors to women’s barrier in political leadership. They have called for parents (as first pillars of any nation), to socialize to treat children equally. Sensitization programmes should also be encouraged to deal with discriminative cultural tendencies in the society. 

They recommended that there is need for both men and women to be active in political arena, encourage education for women and exchanges experiences among women in African continent on best practices that could be shared by women aspiring to become politicians. They also pointed out the need for every country to have the right laws, have strategies to dismantle patriarchal systems in the society by promoting girls education. 

They said qualified women can compete equally with men in political campaigns and win elections. It was also agreed that concerted efforts are needed to ensure economic empowerment of women. Ms Grace Kiwasila, a researcher and member of the Women in Research and Development of the University of Dar es Salaam (WRDP) said awareness on life skills for women was important in building their confidence in taking up leadership positions. 

Women also need to have targets on what they want to achieve in a given timeframe, she said, adding that targets will help women assess their performance in leadership. According to her, there is need to expand the pool of educated women in the country. (This is also applicable in other countries in African continent) and that the best starting point is at primary education. 

Ms Dina Bina, chairperson of the Tanzania Women Chamber of Commerce noted that majority of women in rural areas lack information on marketing of their produce. Dr Mary Nagu defended the quota system that is applicable in Tanzania, saying this serves as a good transition period because it gives women the confidence to fight on equal footing with men in elective posts in constituencies. 

According to her, it is that system that enabled Tanzania to achieve 32 per cent of women representation in the parliament; “otherwise without the quota system there would be only two per cent of women representatives in parliament. This will make a lot of negative impact on the country’s political system” It was at this time that Liberia’s leaders hailed Tanzania’s quota system, adding “I look forward to learn from Tanzania’s experience.”
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