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A NEWSLETTER ON DEMOCRACY AND GOVERNANCE IN AFRICA

From the DG Team...

By Melissa Rosser

n this special issue of Afiican Voices, the Africa Bureau
I and the Global Bureau’s Office of Women In Develop-

ment (WID) recognize the good work that some USAID
missions in Africa are doing with gender integration and
cross-sectoral approaches to strengthening the role of
women in policy-making at all levels of government. This
single-theme issue highlights examples that illustrate how
USAID programs are enhanced by including women and
addressing gender-based barriers and opportunities dur-
ing program design and implementation.

USAID has long recognized the development gains
achieved by strengthening the capacity of women. Our
programs in Africa have embraced the importance of women
in development, supporting girls’ education, women’s co-
operatives, microcredit programs, and grassroots organi-
zations with demonstrable benefits to women, their families,
their communities, and sustainable development goals. In
addition to targeted programs to help empower and benefit
women, it is becoming increasingly clear that by paying
attention to gender, USAID staff and partners can improve
the results of all development programs in such areas as
health, environment and natural resource management,
economic growth, democracy, and conflict resolution.

Thinking about how gender dynamics affect and may
contribute to project success, as well as how failure to
involve women in project design may have harmful im-
pacts on communities and project results, is critical to
maximizing the results of development assistance invest-
ments. Additionally, gender integrated activities in all sec-
tors may strengthen democracy and good governance by
giving women the skills and knowledge to participate ef-
fectively in community decision-making and by sensitiz-
ing men to women’s contributions.

This issue of African Voices illustrates that women
have much to contribute to economic growth, natural re-
source management, health, and community participation
across the continent.

Melissa Rosser is a member of the AFR/SD/DG team.
She can be reached at mrosser@usaid.gov or
(202) 712-5154.

Editors’ Note: We would like to extend special thanks to
Melissa Rosser and Marcia Greenberg for their efforts to
ensure that this special issue became a reality.

USAID Bureau for Africa, Office of Sustainable Development
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Decentralization Creates
Openings for Women in
Decision-Making

By Marcia Greenberg

hen the Government of Mali launched its decentrali-
W zation process in the late 1990s, for the first time
communities were able to set priorities and allocate
resources through the discussion and development of local
plans of action. USAID’s mission in Mali has long viewed
decentralization as the heart of the democratization process
and has made supporting and strengthening community orga-
nizations a major goal. The Democracy and Governance (DG)
team in Mali also recognized that such a new system both
offered women a historic opportunity and depended upon
their participation in civic and political activity for success.

The DG team has implemented several activities to capital-
ize on this opportunity, as well as foster the growth of women’s
organizations. In 1999, they developed radio vote campaigns
geared toward enhancing the involvement of women in the
electoral process, which contributed to the highest election
participation rate of women in Mali’s political history. In 2000,
they implemented a women’s leadership program that sup-
ports female interns in the judiciary, national assembly, local
government, and civil society organizations.

To help the mission find the most effective ways to support
stronger, more visible, and more effective women’s civic and
political participation at the local level, the DG team commis-
sioned an in-depth study. Based on this study, which was
done by WIDTECH last October, the team suggested that
there are two predicates for supporting women’s participation
in decision-making in Mali’s rural areas: sensitization, both for
men and women, and time. Before women can take on more
visible and effective roles, the men in their communities must
accept it, and in fact see it as something beneficial.

At the same time, women must be able to recognize and take
credit for the roles they already play and then take some
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Mali

continued from page 1

interest in playing these roles more regu-
larly or publicly. For instance, when men
gather to discuss a village issue, they
often decide they should postpone the
final decision to the following day in
order to “sleep on it.” This usually means
that the men go home and consult with
their wives. Formal recognition of
women’s roles in this process would in-
crease their ability to participate. How-
ever, Malian women will not be able to
participate unless the burden of house-
hold work and agricultural duties is re-
lieved, giving them the time to do so.
Beyond those predicates, interven-
tions to increase women’s participation
must address five issues: information, a
sense of possibility, group collaboration,

Members of a rug-making cooperative.

capability, and motivation. Because stan-
dard processes of information dissemi-
nation do not reach the average rural
woman, channels of information must be
extended or diversified. Traditional chan-
nels of information for Malian women—
such as celebratory events, word-of-mouth,
the chief’s wife, town criers, and theater
for sensitization—are ready, familiar, and
effective mechanisms for purposeful dis-
semination of relevant information. In
addition, women need substantive infor-
mation related to their social and eco-
nomic well-being and as well as
successes they can emulate. They need
to hear about women in elected offices

M. Greenberg

and women participating in decentraliza-
tion consultations. As women receive
information about what they can do, they
gain a sense of the possibilities.

Yet even with sufficient space, time,
information, and expectations, women in
Mali are not likely to affect
decision-making unless
they can work in effective

for the Promotion of Women developed
a Charter of Partnership for the Promo-
tion of Rural Women to define the ac-
tions of an integrated local plan. The
charter states that every plan should in-
clude women’s input in all phases, from

Eight Elements for Women’s
Influence over Decision-Making

collaborative ways. There ~ ® Sensitization

must be a group sense of ¢ Hope, sense of possibility, and empowerment
solidarity, capability, and =~ ¢ Time

hope. This is why women’s ¢ Groups and solidarity

groups are critical assets. In ¢ Information channels

Mali, women’s groups are ¢ Skills and training

not as visible when com- 4 Substantive information relevant to women
pared with the village asso- 4 Motivation, mobilization, and action

ciations for men, but they

are numerous and fundamental to the
socioeconomic structures and social capi-
tal of rural communities. Through these
groups, women are already accustomed
to sharing and discussing information
and to working together to solve prob-
lems and overcome adversity. Although
these groups of women may already in-
fluence decision-making in private
spheres or indirect ways, political pro-
cesses like decentralization consulta-
tions require familiarity with political
processes. Thus, women need training
in skills with which to influence such
decision-making. By working together,
they have the opportunity to become
confident and empowered.

The last issue is a critical catalyst
without which the others may not suf-
fice. There must be some basis for moti-
vation, mobilization, and action. For this
reason, purposeful links with other sec-
toral programs—girls’ education, literacy
programs, access to credit, potable wa-
ter, natural resource issues, transporta-
tion needs, and fighting HIV/AIDS—offer
invaluable opportunities. Economic in-
terests may also motivate women to en-
gage in decision-making as they realize
government’s responsibility for such is-
sues as roads, communications, credit,
courts, and taxation.

A participatory working group spon-
sored by the Ministry for Decentraliza-
tion and implemented by the Ministry

activity identification to budgets to ac-
tual expenditures. A pilot implementa-
tion project began in May 2000 to test
training and participatory processes for
setting priorities for communal plans.
Some NGO projects are also focusing on
training local people to participate in
community consultations. For example,
one women’s organization is working in
18 localities to support women’s partici-
pation in the communal system by train-
ing them to develop and manage their
own microprojects.

Experience also may be gained from
initiatives that focus on the substantive
issues of importance to women, rather
than with the process of community
plans. One example is the Association
Sikassoise pour [’Encadrement de
I’Enfant et de la Mere (ASEEM, or
Sikassoise Association for Mother and
Child Care) in the city of Sikasso, which
focuses on healthcare, particularly for
women and children, and on HIV/AIDS.
The responses of three different target
populations demonstrate the success of
the project. There have been astonish-
ing reactions by women as they begin to
realize how much they did not know
about health care. Men have also be-
come supporters of the initiative and have
started bringing their wives to the
ASEEM center. Finally, because

continued on page 6



GEDICLN UNIPES

Summer 2001 3

Missions Take Innovative Approaches to Gender Integration

By Mary Knox

any innovative activities are un-
M derway in USAID missions and

regional centers in Africa to as-
sist women in overcoming cultural, po-
litical, and economic barriers so they can
participate more meaningfully in all sec-
tors of society and benefit fully from
development gains. Last year, the Glo-
bal Bureau’s Office of Women in Devel-
opment (G/WID) and the Africa Bureau
joined forces to examine progress made
by Africa missions region-wide in inte-
grating gender issues in their programs.

Gender Successes

Of the sectors examined, democracy
and governance programs provided the
most examples of successfully address-
ing gender-related barriers to develop-
ment. Support to women'’s civil society
organizations is an important part of the
approaches taken by missions to over-
come these barriers. Missions are work-
ing to ensure that women’s participation
in broader civil society organizations,
such as trade unions, also increases. For
example, support by USAID’s Regional
Center for Southern Africa to the South-
ern Africa Trades Union Coordinating
Council has helped the council to in-
crease women’s participation in the
union movement.

In Kenya, a women’s civil society or-
ganization provided vital testimony dur-
ing deliberations leading to the
amendment of the constitution, and se-
cured the adoption of gender-specific
provisions as well as gender-sensitive
mechanism in the review process.

In Eritrea, USAID is working to in-
crease the economic strength of women
through its Women’s Economic and So-
cial Development Program. The program
is supporting a wide range of activities
that foster greater participation of women
as well as promote their economic well
being, including technical assistance,
capacity building, the promotion of edu-
cation, and land reform.

Increasing girls’ access to education
is a key area of accomplishment for the
Africa Bureau. Successful approaches
include supporting rural communities’
own solutions to eliminate barriers to
girls’ education, combined with a national
strategy to promote girls’ education
(USAID/Guinea), and training teachers
to better meet girls’ education needs
(USAID/Ethiopia). Realizing that school-
ing young children can benefit the entire
community, parents are taking a more
active role in their children’s education,
and a greater percentage of girls are now
attending and staying in school longer.

Within the population, health, and nu-
trition sector, there has been pioneering
work on the need to address the health
behavior of men, particularly in connec-
tion with the HIV/AIDS pandemic.
USAID Tanzania, for example, started a
pilot effort that takes into account the
differences between men’s and women’s
attitudes toward HIV/AIDS prevention
methods.

In any discussion of gender issues in
Africa, the problems faced by Africa’s
many female farmers loom large. Increas-
ing the incomes of

female farmers and
helping them access
the benefits of the
globalized economy
are among USAID’s
agricultural objec-
tives.  USAID/
Malawi’s support
for farmers’ associa-
tions helped in-
crease the number of
rural women selling
export crops to the
international market

J. Owen-Rea/USAID

by nearly 30 percent during 1999. In The
Gambia, a Food for Peace program pro-
moted sesame growers’ associations,
which increased production, processing,
and marketing of sesame. This both
helped The Gambia develop a viable al-
ternative to reliance on groundnuts and
benefited Gambian women, who are the
majority of sesame growers and proces-
sors.

Progress in addressing gender issues
was also reported in the environment/
natural resources sector. For example,
USAID/Namibiareported that it had made
progress in involving women in deci-
sion-making in natural resources man-
agement, with women now making up 40
percent of the membership of conser-
vancy management committees under the
Living ina Finite Environment (LIFE) pro-
gram. (See article on page 7.)

In conflict and post-conflict societ-
ies, USAID’s missions in Africa have
helped survivors put their lives back to-
gether and have supported the strong
local women’s associations that are al-
ready working on social reconstruction.
USAID/Uganda’s efforts to assist re-
turned abducted children and their fami-
lies have been valuable for girls who
were abducted to serve as sex slaves.
The Office of Transition Initiative’s
Women in Transition (WIT) program has
become known for working with women’s
associations to support grassroots com-
munity improvement activities in
Rwanda. Now managed by USAID/
Rwanda, the WIT program has expanded
into improving the access of women to
banking services by joining forces with
women’s communal funds, the equiva-
lent of community banks.

Recommendations

In spite of this strong performance in
gender integration by USAID missions
and regional centers, gender-related pro-
gramming could be further enhanced and
applied more broadly in several ways:

4 Gender issues need to be more fully
integrated in mission strategies. The

continued on page 6
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Cross-Border Trade for Women in West Africa:

A Long, Hard Journey

By Jean Harman
W for, among other things,
women’s cross-border trade.
Women who engage in trade, generally
tend to begin on a very small scale, help-
ing other women who no longer have
young children. A younger woman may
also start in business by selling goods
in local markets. One of the primary moti-
vations for engaging in trade, either lo-
cal or cross-border, is to use the income
to help clothe and educate their chil-
dren. As they gain experience, they may
travel with other traders to inter-regional
markets, taking on new and expanded
roles, including the role of distributors.
Over time, both the value and volume of
the goods they purchase increases, and
their prominence grows, giving them in-
creased decision-making power in their
families and in their communities. How-
ever, there are many obstacles that they
must overcome first.

As part of its activities to help inte-
grate and expand the economies of the
15 countries of the Economic Commu-
nity of West Africa, USAID’s West Af-
rican Regional Program (WARP) worked
with the Office of Women in Develop-
ment in USAID’s Global Bureau and the
WIDTECH Project to design a regional
assessment of women’s activities in
cross-border trade. More than 100 women
were interviewed in Benin, Burkina Faso,
Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Ni-
geria, and Senegal. To identify obstacles
and opportunities, information was also
obtained from transitaires (fully inte-
grated freight forwarders), truck drivers,
and customs and local officials to gain
fundamental insight into the movement
of goods throughout the region.

The assessment identified four of the
most substantive of problems for female
traders: 1) the lack of access to interme-
diate or long term capital, and the central
banking system’s lack of support to small
or intermediate enterprise development,
especially for women outside of the sys-
tem, 2) inadequate transportation, 3) in-
stitutionalized bribery, and 4) the lack of

est Africa is a region known

democratic governance or substantive
civil society to help sustain change and
development in the region. The prob-
lems of trade and commerce for women
in West Africa differ little from that of
men, but the smaller scale of women’s
trade makes the problems more acute.
Problems are consistent throughout the
region, and information about the trade
patterns appears to flow easily from one
side of the region to the other.
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Women in Benin preparing palm oil for
sale in Nigeria.

Banking and finance in the region is
significantly influenced by the presence
of the central bank of the West African
Economic and Monetary Union
(WAEMU). WAEMU controls the cur-
rency in 8 of 16 countries in the region.
The currency is pegged to the French
Franc, and hence to the Euro. While there
is a low rate of inflation in these coun-
tries, the lack of a common currency
throughout the rest of the region inhib-
its business transactions and impedes
integration. Loans are difficult and in
many cases impossible to obtain for a
small- or medium-sized enterprise. Most
of the microfinance institutions only
award short-term loans that are not struc-
tured to help develop or expand a sus-

J. Harman

tainable business structure. The larger
private banks have little interest in lend-
ing and do not substantively contribute
to the investment in economic develop-
ment in the region. The largest border-
point regional markets have currency
exchange pavilions where many thou-
sands of dollars in currency sales occur:
niara, CFA, dollars, cedes and likely ev-
ery other currency in the region.

In addition to the financing of eco-
nomic activities, a constant complaint
among traders is the inadequate num-
bers of trucks available for rent through-
out the region. Sometimes travel is
delayed up to two weeks because of the
scarcity of trucks in the region. This is
more acute for women who trade in smaller
quantities and must work together to
engage a truck. While the road system
throughout the region is not as exten-
sive as it could or perhaps should be,
the quality of the roads is improving and
a number of roads and routes are slated
for completion within the next several
years. Meanwhile, the critical rail link
between Bamako and Dakar, which trans-
ports over 500 women on each trip, is
undergoing the process of privatization
in Senegal, with privatization discussions
underway in Mali.

Institutionalized bribery in the region
is quite widespread. One trip from
Abidjan to Bamako included approxi-
mately 29 stops with payments of CFA
1,000-3,000 (US$1.35 to $4) at each stop,
depending on the contents of the load.
In many cases receipts are written and
the stop attributed to a minor infraction
of the law. In two separate interviews,
customs officials explained that the gen-
darmes and police need these unregis-
tered “taxes” to augment their typical
monthly salary of about $55. A woman in
Benin stated that there were no prob-
lems with the officials along the road.
“We just pay them then continue on,”
she said. While the absolute cost of the
stops may not be large, the time spent in

continued on page 6
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USAID/Nigeria’'s Democracy Program Focuses on Women

By Susan Jay

uring the 1990s, USAID searched
D for a way to promote democracy

and good governance within Ni-
geria, particularly by encouraging
women’s political involvement. Despite
their essential economic and social roles,
by and large, Nigerian women had his-
torically been marginalized and had par-
ticipated in the political process as
advocates and candidates only in small
numbers. Most women were unaware of
their rights, ways to assert those rights,
and ways to make their political views
heard. Women themselves cited lack of
information, political skills, resources,
and networks as major barriers to their
participation.

To address these challenges, USAID
engaged its longtime partners, the Cen-
tre for Development and Population Ac-
tivities (CEDPA) and Johns Hopkins
University (JHU), to work on democracy
issues. Since 1996, the Democracy and
Governance (DG) Initiative in Nigeria has
sought to strengthen civil society by
increasing women’s participation in the
political process. The initiative has fo-
cused on expanding women’s participa-
tion in politics and the democratic
process, empowering women, and
strengthening fundamental human rights.

To achieve these objectives, USAID
has, through its implementing partners
CEDPA/JHU, provided small grants,
training, and technical assistance to com-
munity-based organizations represent-
ing more than 21 million women
throughout the country. Such breadth
was accomplished by tapping into exist-
ing networks, many of which had
partnered with USAID under previous
health activities.

Activities in the current phase of
USAID/Nigeria’s DG Initiative (Febru-
ary 2001 to January 2002) are designed
to promote more effective participation
in the democratization process, engen-
dering of the political process, active par-
ticipation in constitutional and other
reviews, and closer interface with gover-

nance at the grassroots level. Specific
programs will promote active participa-
tion of civil society in governance, uti-
lize skills of professional women to
address needs and issues of concern to
women, and explore ways in which po-
litical parties can create opportunities
for more women in their top hierarchies.

Training activities focus on building
organizational and individual skills so
that indigenous women’s organizations
develop skills to design, manage, and
evaluate projects and increase participa-
tion. Assistance has also been targeted
to build skills for democratic participa-
tion including advocacy, public speak-
ing, media relations, coalition building,
fund-raising, campaign organizing, and
running for office. To increase impact
and sustainability, CEDPA/JHU trained
a core of female leaders at the national
level so that they could in turn share the
lessons learned with a larger group.

Nigerian women have used their en-
hanced skills and grant assistance to
raise awareness about the importance of
women’s political participation. Economic
cooperatives, professional and religious
associations, women’s advancement
groups, and traditionally health-oriented
NGOs have conducted a wide variety of
information, education, and communica-
tion activities about the need for women’s
participation. At the community level,
these include school visits, community
meetings, workshops, and special
events. To motivate and inform a wider
audience, activists have turned to ral-
lies, theater, songs, and the media. JHU
employed principles of behavior change
often used in social marketing in the
health sector to develop effective strate-
gies for influencing attitudes. They con-
ducted sophisticated baseline
assessments and follow-on surveys,
drawing on evaluation models developed
for health projects.

Moving beyond awareness raising,
the DG Initiative further sought to en-
able women to influence policy. There-

fore, USAID supported women’s advo-
cacy coalitions to develop strategies for
influencing government leaders,
policymakers, and traditional rulers—
both male and female—to increase re-
sources and support for women’s
participation and human rights. Nigerian
partners have formed grassroots, state,
and national coalitions of women’s or-
ganizations. These coalitions are provid-
ing amechanism for women to make their
voices heard, develop their leadership
skills, and become involved in the politi-
cal process. Results of the activities in-
clude the appointment of women onto
traditional ruling councils, passage of
traditional council edicts outlawing harm-
ful practices against women, and even
the passage of legislative bills on
women’s rights by some state assem-
blies. In particular, the groups are identi-
fying and promoting an agenda on
women’s issues including marital, prop-
erty, and legal rights and protection
against domestic violence and harmful
widowhood practices. Moreover, they
are creating constituencies for female
candidates for public office.

As a result of this project, more
grassroots organizations are helping
women learn about their rights, identify
issues of special concern to them, de-
velop skills for participation, and gener-
ate support for their issues. Women are
gaining greater decision-making abilities
in the household, community, and politi-
cal arenas. By increasing women’s role
in the political process, not only are
democratic institutions bolstered, but
Nigerian women also gain more control
over their destinies, which ultimately in-
creases their contribution to their
country’s development.

Susan Jay is a democracy specialist
in USAID’s Global Bureau. For more
information, contact Joyce Mangvwat,
DG coordinator in CEDPA’s Nigeria
office, at jmangvwat@usips.org, 234-1-
260-0022, or Stella Babalola at JHU,
(410) 659-6300.
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Gender
continued from page 3

USAID missions already using a more
integrated approach seemed to be
better able to take advantage of link-
ages between and among sectors to
produce a more coherent approach.

¢ More sex-disaggregated data should
be collected wherever possible. Ex-
cellent mission work on gender issues
may be going unreported and unrec-
ognized due to the small number of
indicators that are currently reported
on a sex-disaggregated basis.

4 Increased attention to gender issues
in economic growth, environment and
natural resources management, and
in conflict/post-conflict societies
would be helpful. In economics, the
work on gender issues in areas other
than micro and small enterprise seems
to be under-reported. For countries
in conflict or post-conflict situations,
reporting on gender issues tends to
be low despite the fact that women
are often the ones left behind to hold
together and rebuild communities.

¢ As new issues emerge, additional
work will be needed to ensure that

gender-specific differences in chal-
lenges and opportunities are effec-
tively taken into account in USAID
programming. Current emerging is-
sues include trafficking, information
technology, and the implications of
the HIV/AIDS epidemic for women
and girls.

As these examples show, gender in-
tegration is not simply integrating
women into development activities but
it is about understanding the roles of
women and men and how these roles are
essential for long-term impact on devel-
opment programming. Integrating gen-
der into development and humanitarian
assistance goals and the synergies that
result are a crucial part of achieving de-
velopment goals and fostering long-term
change.

Mary Knox is the deputy director of
the Global Bureau’s Office of Women in
Development. For more information,
contact her at mknox@usaid.gov, (202)
712-0978.

Trade

continued from page 4

dealing with the stops highlights the
problems in developing the economies
and attracting investment to the region.

The centralized nature of the govern-
ments and regional organizations in
West Africa also works against the build-
ing of the economies in the region. Un-
der the WAEMU treaty, a common
external tariff (CET) came into effect at
the beginning of this year that in theory
should facilitate the free movement of
people throughout the region. Yet the
reality is much different. Often, people
are held at border crossings for hours
and required to “purchase” additional
identification before crossing. This com-
mon tariff could facilitate the movement
of goods brought in from outside the
region, but because many countries have
enacted import restrictions, value-added

taxes, or other forms of protection, the
economic potential of the CET is dimin-
ished within the region and sub-region.

In spite of all of the problems in trade
and commerce in the West African re-
gion, there are changes occurring that
contribute to the well being of the small
or midsized trader. As the results of de-
centralization take hold in the region,
greater democratic governance and
stronger civil society will help to create a
more vibrant economy throughout the
region. The private sector generally dis-
trusts the motives of government offi-
cials because the government often
keeps information close-in or does not
help facilitate business activities or re-
quires excessive tax payments. The de-
velopment of civil society in the region
can help government better define its

Mali

continued from page 1

ASEEM’s work has been so success-
ful that local government, particularly
the mayor, is interested in using new
local resources to partner with the
organization. This illustrates how in-
formation can lead to communication,
followed by the capacity to identify
common issues and push for re-
sources.

Ifall these elements fall into place,
women in Mali stand a good chance
of taking advantage of the leadership
opportunities the new climate of de-
centralization offers them—and of
contributing to successful decentrali-
zation in Mali.

Marcia Greenberg was the
democracy and governance specialist
for G/WID’s WIDTECH project. The
complete report, available in both
English and French, is online at
www.widtech.org/Publications/
Publications.htm.  For  more
information, contact Ed Lijewski in
USAID’s Office of Women in
Development at elijewsiki@usaid.gov,
(202) 712-1088.

role in helping the private sector thrive,
rather than trying to compete with or
become the private sector.

There is a direct link in West Africa
between cross-border trade, trade open-
ness, and regional economic growth.
Working to enhance the cross-border
trade activities of women increases this
potential for economic growth. Further-
more, the economic participation of
women increases their financial indepen-
dence and their access to, and control
over, resources. And with increased in-
dependence comes a greater say in gov-
ernance.

Jean Harman is a trade and
investment economist for USAID’s West
African Regional Program in Mali. For
additional information, contact her at
Jharman@usaid.gov.
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Namibian Women Protect Communities and Natural Resources

By Monica Koep

ore than 11 years after inde-
M pendence from South Africa,

Namibia is still struggling to
overcome the legacy of apartheid era
land distribution. The majority of black
Namibians makes only a subsistence liv-
ing in the rural, communally-owned ar-
eas in the north. Since 1993, USAID’s
Living in a Finite Environment (LIFE) ini-
tiative has specifically targeted this prob-
lem and sought to address these vast
imbalances. This joint partnership be-
tween USAID, the Namibian Ministry of
Environment and Tourism, the World
Wildlife Fund, and Namibian conserva-
tion and rural development NGOs is a
means to provide economic activity and
growth to rural populations, particularly
marginalized groups like women, and en-
able these groups to have a greater voice
in communal activities.

At the heart of the initiative lies the
establishment of “conservancies” in tar-
geted communal areas. These are legally
constituted entities that consolidate
tracts of land under management bodies
formed from within the participating com-
munities. Responsibility for the sustain-
able use of wildlife and other natural
resources thus devolves directly to the
ultimate beneficiaries, historically disad-
vantaged Namibians located in these
under-developed areas.

Results have exceeded expectations
for a number of years. By the beginning
0f 2001, 14 conservancies have been of-
ficially listed by the Government of the
Republic of Namibia and 3.85 million hect-
ares of communal land had been placed
under direct management of conser-
vancy management committees, benefit-
ing approximately 27,000 persons. In 2000
alone, nearly US$560,000 in revenues was
generated from conservancy-managed
enterprises such as campsites, craft
sales, thatching grass, and employment
at tourist lodges. Over the past six years,
the total income has amounted to more
than US$1.2 million.

The LIFE initiative incorporates ac-
tivities that benefit rural, poor, and
marginalized women in remote areas of

the country. Against many odds, includ-
ing limited access to financial resources,
low literacy and high fertility rates, and
the increasing burden of the HIV/AIDS
epidemic, rural women have seized the
chances opening up to them through
changing circumstances. To date, 25 per-
cent of conservancy management com-
mittee members are women, and with
management committees changing an-
nually, the program has set an ambitious
target of 40 percent by 2004. Where
women are not elected members, mecha-
nisms are set up to ensure their voices
are heard.

The increase in self-con-
fidence and social stand-
ing that results from
increased participation is
of'equal importance to eco-
nomic rewards. Affected
women derive concrete
benefits in the form of cash,
training, and job opportu-
nities (through employment
in lodges), as well as less
visible gains such as rec-
ognition and utilization of
talents and abilities, includ-
ing traditional craft skills.
The resulting sense of em-

Conservancy management committee members
discussing activities.

4 To participate in women’s affairs in
Namibia;

4 To identify and address social prob-
lems in the local area such as drug
abuse, alcoholism, aids awareness
and prevention, teenage pregnancies,
and education and health related
issues; and

4 To identify strong female leaders in
decision-making positions in the
local area.

Members of the group have accom-
plished many goals. They obtained a
grant from the Namibian Nature
Foundation’s Local Environment Fund

C. Culler

powerment is an important

component in the process of softening
rigid, traditional inter-gender relation-
ships and shifting the locus of power in
rural communities.

An example of an effective LIFE pro-
gram is the Women’s Desk of Grootberg
Area (in the far northwest of Namibia),
an organization founded jointly by
women from the Khoadi Hoas Conser-
vancy and the Grootberg Farmer’s Union
in July 2000. The aim of the organization
is to uplift the status and the living stan-
dards of women in the Grootberg area by
achieving the following objectives:

4 To serve, support, and encourage dis-
advantaged women;

4 To organize women into self-help
groups;

4 To promote training for income-gen-
erating activities;

to buy sewing machines in order to sew
school uniforms as an income-generat-
ing activity. They successfully negoti-
ated with the local tribal authorities for
use of facilities for both the sewing
project and a bakery. They have held
meetings with women in the area, elected
sub-committees, and planned visits to
other parts of the country to support the
development of groups elsewhere who
are interested in being involved in simi-
lar activities.

The members of the Women’s Desk
recognize the link between the empower-
ment and democratization processes put
in motion through the conservancy struc-
tures, and their newly found strength
and ability to recognize opportunities

continued on page 8
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and practice creative problem-solving
methods. They acknowledge the role of
the management committee as an agent
of change, a source of support, and an
example for women. As Helga Howoses,
a member of the Conservancy Manage-
ment Committee and secretary of the
Women’s Desk Management Committee,
stated, “We are proud that our conser-
vancy has long recognized the role of
women in resource management. We be-
lieve we are the first conservancy to ap-
point a female environmental shepherd
[game guard] who does the same work
as our male shepherds...and is a role
model for women in our area and in
Namibia.”

The impact of this initiative can be
measured in part by the words of this

AEDIC LN VINIPES

LIFE participant. “Success does not come
from luck but through sheer hard work.
The world believes that the alleviation
of poverty is in the hands of us women. |
hope that women will feel encouraged to
become active members of our commu-
nity, getting involved in the decision-
making process, and promoting their
interests on an equal basis.”

Monica Koep is the democracy and
governance team leader at USAID/
Namibia. For more information contact
her at mkoep@usaid.gov, 264-61-273-
706, or Carol Culler, community based
natural resource management team
leader, at cculler@usaid.gov, 264-61-
225-935.
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