Lebanon: Quota or Not 
When six women were elected to Lebanon’s 128-member Parliament in 2005, female representation doubled to an all-time national high of 4.7 percent. This figure falls far short of the 17.2 percent global average and ranks Lebanon 125th out of 136 countries in terms of female parliamentary representation. 

To rectify this representational imbalance, the 2006 National Commission on Parliamentary Electoral Law Reform (known as the Boutros Commission) suggested that each party list in the proposed proportional representation constituencies include at least 30 percent female candidates. 

When the Boutros Commission’s proportional representation system failed to be implemented in the Parliamentary Election Law adopted in August 2008, the proposed female quota was shelved. 

"If we argue against this, it’s like we’re arguing against the peace of Lebanon," Yarra Nassar, executive director for the Lebanese Association for Democratic Elections, told IPS. "We began with all these reforms and then we had to change our tactics, which was a bit of a de-crescendo." 

Abla Kadi, coordinator of a UNDP project, believes a quota for female candidates should be implemented temporarily. "We don’t believe in the quota as a permanent solution, but we believe that it will be a stepping stone toward accepting female representatives in parliament," Kadi told IPS. 

2009 candidate Nayla Tueni worries about the precedent such a quota would set. "What would be more helpful is for the women to call on their parties to field female candidates for the elections, not to wait for men’s approval to get confidence," she feels. 

To date, no party has adopted a voluntary quota for female candidates. "If a party says they will implement a voluntary quota of 20 percent female candidates when their opponents have better candidates who are men, they are kind of suiciding themselves," MP Gilberte Zwein’s son and campaign manager Jean-Michel Abouhamad de Tarrazi told IPS. 

Zwein proposes that 10 percent of seats in Parliament be reserved for women. "If the quota is only for candidates and not seats, parties will only put women in races they are sure to lose. There needs to be a quota for seats," Tarrazi told IPS. 

The Boutros Commission’s report voiced apprehension for such a quota. "Quota at the candidacy level would be much more in harmony with the voter’s freedom than a quota imposed on seats …," the report states. 

Nassar remains optimistic. "Total reform is a process. You can’t get everything you want the first time around," she told IPS. 

According to Nadim Houri, Senior Researcher at Human Rights Watch in Lebanon, "The larger responsibility lies with Lebanese society to make it a higher priority for women to be in parliament and to be represented in higher echelons of power." 

According to the Boutros Commission’s report, "The rationale for this obligation is that women have not yet had a fair chance to participate fully in the political life of the country despite the recognition of their right to vote and run for office more than 50 years ago." 
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