Quota for women necessary

Whether a quota system to increase the number of women in parliament is needed is always a hotly debated subject. 

The government has made accommodations for a quota system, as stipulated in Law 10/2008 on the general elections. Article 53 states "Lists of provisional legislative candidates submitted by a political party must ensure that 30 percent of the nominees are women". 

Article 55 states, "The list must ensure that of every three legislative candidates, at least one of them is a female candidate". 

Critics say the law is not strong enough to support a quota system as it does not guarantee women seats in parliament. 

It is about securing women's candidacy only. But even the latter may not work properly as there is no sanction on those who do not apply the 30 percent quota. 

The chances that female candidates will secure seats in the legislative elections in April is likely to shrink further since the Constitutional Court annulled Article 214 of Law 10/2008 which stipulated parties could grant seats earned to candidates based on their positions on the parties' ballot. 

The court ruling now requires political parties to assign legislative seats to candidates who win the most votes. They argue that allocating women specific seats is undemocratic. Women activists have come out against the ruling which they say contravenes the affirmative action to allocate 30 percent of the legislative seats for women. 

The controversy continues with the General Elections Commission (KPU) saying that despite the court's ruling, female legislative candidates will still be "facilitated" to win seats in parliament. 

There is a notion of separating the election of female and male legislative candidates. Others propose a system which requires parties that win three seats in an election district to award at least one seat to a female candidate. 

The Commission goes even further. Andi Nurpati, a Commission member, has said that they have already drafted a Commission regulation to award legislative seats to women if the government fails to issue the government regulation in-lieu-of-law (perpu) on the matter. 

The controversy is likely to contiue and invites endless pros and cons. What worries us is that people will continue talking about a quota system while forgetting its purpose. 

The quota for women is not a goal, but a first step to boost women's role in policy-making bodies so that women's voices will be heard and their interests will be accommodated. 

Lack of women in policy-making bodies leads to poor attention to gender-based problems such as domestic violence, discrimination in the work place, poor protection of women migrant workers, the high maternal mortality rate, and gender-biased public policies, to name a few. 

More than 80 percent of victims of domestic violence are women. In the work place, women are paid 70 percent of men's wages for doing jobs similar to those men do. 

Violation of the rights of women migrant workers remain unsolved as well as the high maternal mortality rate of 307 per 100,000 live births, the highest in Southeast Asia. 

In the era of regional autonomy, the lack of female policy makers leads to gender-biased regional bylaws such as those which restrict women's dress code and mobility. 

These problems should not be seen as women's problems only as they also affect other segments of society. 

A woman who is a victim of domestic violence will not be able to be a good mother for her children. A woman who dies in childbirth will leave her baby (and her other children) motherless. 

A World Bank study indicates that gender inequality decreases society's welfare and becomes a hindrance for development. 

Therefore a quota for women is still needed. As an affirmative action it should be implemented only temporarily considering the current social, economic and political culture is not yet supportive for women to actively engage in politics. 

Those who regard a quota for women as undemocratic should remember women constitute more than half the population but are poorly represented in policy-making bodies. The proportion of female legislators at the House of Representative has never exceeded 13 percent. 

Democratically speaking, women need to be represented directly and proportionately. 
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