Finally, Women Set to Get 33% Quota
In the 2004 general elections in India, only 45 women were elected to the 543-strong Lok Sabha. Despite the clamour for a 33% reservation for women in Parliament for years, the Lower House registered a mere 8% women's representation. Will the picture change drastically in the 2009 elections because of the promises made by the two major contenders to earmark one-third of their tickets to women in the parliamentary elections?


Though the women's reservation Bill has been gathering dust in the absence of a consensus among the political parties, the two big players have now endorsed an Election Commission proposal to give 33% of the nominations to women in the parliamentary elections.


The issue came under a sharp focus on Monday when the BJP national council at its meeting decided to reserve 33% of all posts in its organizational structure for women.


The announcement came on the heels of party's willingness to follow Election Commission’s suggestion to keep one-third of party nominations for women.


On Monday, party projected its decision to set aside 33% of organisational posts for women as aligned with advocacy for women's quota. "This is the first leap towards women’s reservations,” party leader Sushma Swaraj said.


When implemened within the next three months, this would mean the presence of 27 women in the party’s 81-member national executive.


Asked about the BJP move for giving 33% of tickets to women for the Lok Sabha elections, Congress spokesman Abhishek Singhvi said, "We are also not averse to what the Election Commission has proposed.”


But given the resistance of the political class towards the demand for women's quota, scepticism is sure to persist over whether the pledge by the two parties would necessarily mean a gender ratio in Parliament. There seems to be a strong fear that parties might claim to have redeemed their pledge by giving weak seats to women.


The ploy may help refurbish credentials of political correctness, but may not result in a sharp increase in the number of women in Parliament. "What concerns us is not just the number of candidates going up but also the way tickets are allotted; more women will be among the losers as there are so many of them who are unlikely to win against strong opponents," said Ranjana Kumari, head of the Centre for Social Research.


In fact, the announcements by Congress and BJP, though showcased as a blow for women's quota, mark a backtracking on the part of the two principal parties from their commitment to work for the promulgation of women's quota. Both BJP and Congress have blamed the logjam on opposition from smaller outfits like Samajwadi Party, Rashtriya Janata Dal and JD(U) who largely derive their support from intermediate castes, while swearing by their “commitment” to gender justice.


While this did not wash with many, for them to latch on to EC's suggestion confirms the loss of stomach for continued effort and will deal a setback to the effort to improve women's reservation. With the women's share of both nominations and seats actually declining over the years, this clearly promises an important step forward.


According to a study, the percentage of women candidates in the 2004 general elections was about 10. This was far less than the corresponding figures in 1998 and 1999 — 16% and 13%, respectively. But the success rates of women candidates told another story. In the 1998 elections, 43.75% of the women in the fray won and the next elections in 1999 the figure was impressively better — 66.15%.

