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The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted at the Fourth 
World Conference on Women in 1995, is the most comprehensive 
global policy framework to achieve the goals of gender equality, 
development and peace. To mark its twenty-fifth anniversary, United 
Nations member states undertook comprehensive national reviews 
of the progress made towards gender equality and the empowerment 
of women, as well as the current challenges. To complement the 
review process, UN Women undertook the production of a report that 
celebrates the achievements, highlights key challenges, and identifies 
priority areas for future action in the East and southern Africa region.

This report, based on an analysis of country reports and other relevant 
documents, offers a snapshot of regional trends in terms of achievements and 
challenges in the 12 critical areas of concern of the Beijing Platform for Action 
and makes some recommendations for future action. The report acknowledges 
and affirms the essential linkages between commitments on gender equality and 
women’s empowerment in the Beijing Platform for Action and those in global 
and regional instruments, including the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Maputo Protocol, the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, and the African Union’s Agenda 2063.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted at the Fourth World Confer-
ence on Women in 1995, is the most comprehensive global policy framework to achieve 
the goals of gender equality, development and peace. To mark its twenty-fifth anniver-
sary, United Nations member states undertook comprehensive national reviews of the 
progress made towards gender equality and the empowerment of women, as well as 
the current challenges. To complement the review process, UN Women undertook the 
production of a report that celebrates the achievements, highlights key challenges, 
and identifies priority areas for future action in the East and southern Africa region 
(ESAR). 

This report, based on an analysis of country reports 
and other relevant documents, offers a snapshot 
of regional trends in terms of achievements and 
challenges in the 12 critical areas of concern of 
the Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA) and makes 
some recommendations for future action. The 
report acknowledges and affirms the essential link-
ages between commitments on gender equality and 
women’s empowerment (GEWE) in the BPfA and 
those in global and regional instruments, includ-
ing the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), the 
Maputo Protocol, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, and the African Union’s Agenda 2063. 

Progress Made in the 
Implementation of the Beijing 
Platform for Action

Poverty reduction and women’s economic empower-
ment is a priority in the region. Strategies range from 
medium-term strategic interventions in education 
and training to short-term programmes. At the 
strategic level, countries are promoting girls’ educa-
tion and participation in non-traditional technical 
courses, as well as promoting women’s enterprises 
through financial inclusion and access to cheaper 
financial credit, information and communications 

technology (ICT), and public procurement contracts. 
Also important is legislation on land rights and 
workers’ rights, including establishing a minimum 
wage. In the short-term category are social protec-
tion measures, including cash transfers and public 
works programmes. The Ethiopia initiative is par-
ticularly instructive. Participants in the public works 
programmes earn income, 20 per cent of which 
they commit to save. After three years, the savings 
are released, with a government top-up grant, as 
start-up capital for a business or asset acquisition. 
Many women are organized in savings and credit 
cooperatives (SACCOs). Ethiopia, for instance, re-
ports that 13.4 million women saved 3.2 billion birr 
through such small-scale microfinance associations 
during 2017 and 2018. In Malawi, over 3,000 village 
loans and savings groups, with a membership of 
4.5 million individuals in the rural areas – mainly 
women – have over 5 billion kwacha or US$7 million 
in circulation.

Countries report an array of policies and strategies 
designed to ensure the provision of quality educa-
tional and training services for girls, including those 
with disabilities and those from hard-to-reach areas. 
Through these initiatives, which range from offering 
universal free education, scholarships and meals at 
school to “readmission policies” that allow pregnant 
girls to return to school after delivery, each country is 
committed to narrowing the gap between boys and 
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girl in education. The results of the policies can be 
seen in increased enrolment, retention and comple-
tion rates at different school levels; more girls in 
science and technical subjects; and a reduction in 
early marriages.

The region reports improved maternal health due 
to increased antenatal care and deliveries in health 
facilities. The maternal mortality ratio (MMR) for 
Botswana, Namibia and South Africa is below 
200/100,000, while in Seychelles and Mauritius 
it is below the 2030 target, at 53/100,000 and 
61/100,000 respectively. South Sudan reported the 

highest MMR in the region, at 789/100,000. Regard-
ing HIV and AIDS, UNAIDS estimates that there 
were approximately 800,000 new HIV infections in 
the ESAR in 2018, a 28 per cent decrease from the 
number of new HIV infections in 2010. The rate of 
mother-to-child transmission of HIV decreased from 
18 per cent in 2010 to 9 per cent in 2018 (UNAIDS). 
Botswana, Eswatini, Uganda and Namibia have the 
highest coverage of prevention of mother-to-child 
transmission activities, at over 90 per cent, and the 
highest levels of awareness and testing (UNAIDS). 

Countries reported having strengthened legislation 

Photo: UN Women
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criminalizing sexual violence, domestic violence and 
female genital mutilation (FGM). Zambia has opera-
tionalized the Anti-Gender-Based Violence Fund, to 
provide for compensation of gender-based violence 
survivors. There are programmes for training officials 
in the criminal justice system, mobilizing traditional 
and faith-based leaders to address negative social 
norms and harmful practices, and adopting and 
strengthening multisectoral responses and referral 
pathways for violence against women (VAW) survi-
vors. Survivor/victim-friendly special courts for fast-
tracking sexual offence trials have been established, 
and countries such as Kenya have enacted special 
measures for handling perpetrators of sexual vio-
lence, including establishing a Register of Convicted 
Sexual Offenders. 

By the end of 2019, only seven East and southern 
African countries had developed National Action 
Plans (NAPs) for the implementation of UN Security 
Council (UNSC) Resolution 1325. The International 
Conference on the Great Lakes Region adopted a 
Regional Action Plan in 2012 and has updated it 
for the period 2018–2023. The Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) is currently imple-
menting its Regional Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security (2018–2022), while the East African Com-
munity adopted the Regional Framework on UNSCR 
1325 (2015–2019) for the mainstreaming of gender 
perspectives into the region’s peace and security 
initiatives and the protection of the rights of women 
and girls in conflict and post-conflict situations.

All East and southern African countries have adopted 
legislation and policies that promote the participa-
tion of women in politics and other decision-making 
positions. Twelve countries have reserved seats 
for women in parliament. As of November 2019, 5 
ESAR countries were among the 25 countries glob-
ally that have the highest women’s representation in 
parliament (International Parliamentary Union). The 
number of women in cabinet and the judiciary has 
increased. Women are excelling in non-traditional 
positions of responsibility, including ministries of 
foreign affairs, internal affairs, defence, justice, trade 
and industry, transport, and economic planning. The 
President of the Federal Republic, the President of 
the Supreme Court, and the Chair of the National 

Electoral Board in Ethiopia are women. Ten countries 
have women Speakers of Parliament. 

At least ten ESAR countries have established legal 
and operational mechanisms to strengthen gender-
responsive budgeting (GRB), including Uganda’s 
requirement for a certificate of compliance as a pre-
requisite for parliamentary approval of annual sector 
and departmental framework papers and budgets. 
In several countries, a gender budget statement 
is a required attachment for all budget framework 
papers that are submitted to the ministry of finance 
and subsequently to parliament for approval. 

All countries in the ESAR have constitutional guar-
antees of the right to equality, and almost all have 
ratified CEDAW and the Protocol to the African Char-
ter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of 
Women in Africa (Maputo Protocol). Between 2014 
and 2019, 12 countries submitted periodic reports 
to the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights on the Maputo Protocol, while 13 countries 
submitted periodic reports to the Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women. 

Regarding the rights of the girl child, multidimen-
sional strategies have been adopted, including the 
criminalization of child marriage, the introduction 
of free education at primary and secondary school 
levels, and the provision of free sanitary pads or the 
removal of tax on sanitary pads to increase their af-
fordability. The aim is to keep girls in school, thereby 
reducing their vulnerability to early marriage. UN 
Women and partners have mobilized nearly 400 
traditional and religious leaders as agents of trans-
formation in addressing harmful practices such as 
FGM, and there are encouraging follow-up initiatives 
in Ethiopia, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Tanzania, 
Uganda and Zambia.

Many countries are experiencing climate change–
related weather phenomena, including prolonged 
drought, rising temperatures, floods and landslides, 
as well as unpredictable rainfall patterns. The 
negative impacts are being felt in food security, 
health, livelihoods and the productive sectors of the 
economy such as agriculture, electricity generation 
and manufacturing. In response, countries have 
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rolled out mitigation strategies, including conserva-
tion farming and agroforestry. Policies to promote a 
strong women’s role in the management of natural 
resources have been developed in some countries. 
Uganda, for instance, has adopted the National 
Strategy and Action Plan for Gender Mainstreaming 
in the Oil and Gas Sector (2016) to ensure women’s 
participation while also reducing any potential nega-
tive impacts of the sector’s operations on women 
and girls. 

ESAR has significant gender imbalance in the media, 
especially at management level. For instance, in 
Zimbabwe there were only 7 women in senior edi-
torial positions at the country’s leading newspaper 
group (Zimpapers) compared to 51 men. Women 
participating in media organizations have not only 
contributed to women-centred news and feature 
stories towards reducing negative stereotypes, they 
have also supported government and women’s 
rights organizations to raise the profile of, and public 
awareness on, various women’s rights issues. With 
the advent of mobile telecommunication, more 
women, especially young women, have access to 
various media, including social media. Women are 
using these technologies to access bigger markets, 
sustain direct communication with customers, and 
increase their financial inclusion.

Challenges

Entrenched patriarchal social norms, attitudes, 
structures and institutions continue to perpetuate 
discrimination, including violence against women 
and girls. Inadequate political will to adopt, resource 
and implement sustained campaigns for the trans-
formation of these negative social norms makes the 
attainment of gender equality and the empower-
ment of women in all the 12 critical areas of the BPfA 
slow. Poverty among women is widespread. In South 
Africa, for example, over 41 per cent of women live 
below the poverty level, compared with 38.2 per cent 
of men. Throughout the region, more women are in 
vulnerable employment. Women’s impoverishment 
is intrinsically linked to intersecting discriminations 
and violations of their human rights and dignity, 

including exclusion from decision making, gender-
based violence, and lack of access to justice and 
socio-economic services such as health, education, 
credit, markets and productive resources. Violent 
conflict, climate change, technology-assisted VAW 
and other marginalizing factors created by criminal 
enterprise, such as trafficking of humans, have nega-
tive impacts on women and girls’ health, livelihoods, 
rights and freedoms. 

There is inadequate sex-, age- and disability-disag-
gregated data across the region that is reliable and 
regularly produced; this negatively affects evidence-
based policymaking. Inadequate gender analysis and 
limited skills required for gender analysis and gender 
mainstreaming, as well as insufficient financial 
resources for the implementation of GEWE policies 
and strategies, contribute to the slow progress in 
achieving the objectives of the BPfA.

Looking Forward: Key Messages 
and Suggested Actions

On negative social norms, attitudes and 
structures

The transformation of patriarchal social norms, 
attitudes and practices must be founded on an ap-
preciation of the complex and emotive nature of the 
goal and process because of cultural and religious 
identity issues. 

Suggested actions:

•	 Continue the emerging work with traditional, 
cultural and religious leaders to transform 
social norms and societal institutions, attitudes 
and behaviours that discriminate against and 
oppress women. Initiatives with Council of 
Traditional Leaders of Africa members should be 
expanded and profiled as good examples. 

•	 Expand strategic interventions and visibility of 
male champions to transform and eradicate 
negative masculinities, and to change behaviour 
and gender stereotypes. 
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On inadequate gender machineries and 
funding 

While the advocacy for strengthened capacities of 
gender machineries (financial, technical, institu-
tional and political) must continue, it is necessary to 
ensure that all ministries, departments and agencies 
are accountable for GEWE. 

Suggested actions:

•	 Strengthen and institutionalize GRB in the 
national and local government planning and 
budgeting cycles across the ESAR. 

•	 Strengthen gender analysis expertise and 
practical skills in different priority sectors to 
support the translation of sectoral gender-
mainstreaming strategies into actual resourced 
programmes. 

On poverty reduction and the economic 
empowerment of women

The economic empowerment of women is central 
to the achievement of the Sustainable Development 
Goals and the objectives of the BPfA. Making prog-
ress in this area requires a critical understanding of 
the factors that define and perpetuate poverty and 
economic marginalization for most women. 

Suggested actions:

•	 Adopt, popularize and utilize the seven drivers 
of change for women’s economic empower-
ment identified by the UN Secretary-General’s 
High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic 
Empowerment as a framework for planning, 
resourcing, implementing and monitoring 
policies and programmes on women’s economic 
empowerment. 

•	 Recognize and harness the entrepreneurial 
spirit of many of Africa’s youth, and recommend 
the scaling up of the “hustle” in ways that 
provide support to the young entrepreneurs, 
an enabling environment for their work, and 
opportunities to both create employment and 
grow sustainable businesses.

•	 Expand and implement effective social protec-
tion measures to provide targeted poverty 
reduction and mitigation support to women 
and girls with special vulnerabilities, including 
those associated with age, health, disability, 
displacement, natural disasters and geographic 
remoteness. 

•	 Institutionalize time-use surveys and analyses 
and use them to inform policies, programmes 
and budget allocations, with the aim of rec-
ognizing and reducing the unequal burden on 
women and girls of unpaid domestic and care 
work.

On quality education, training and 
life-long education

The achievement of sustainable quality education 
for girls is dependent on addressing the structural 
problems that affect the quality of girls’ education, 
including staff capacity, physical infrastructure, 
sexual abuse in institutions of learning, negative 
gender norms that lead to early marriage, and girls’ 
unequal work burdens.

Suggested actions:

•	 Adopt, resource and implement measures to 
promote and support more girls to enrol and 
excel in science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM) at primary, secondary and 
tertiary levels in both rural and urban schools. 

•	 Strengthen measures to improve the retention 
of girls and their completion rates across all lev-
els of education, including addressing and pun-
ishing both early marriage and sexual violence 
in schools and institutions of higher learning.

•	 Improve the gender responsiveness of physical 
infrastructure in schools and institutions of 
learning, including through the installation of 
secure girls-only water and sanitation facilities. 

On participation in politics, decision 
making and power

While the increased numbers of women in decision-
making positions at different levels must be 



6BEIJING+25

celebrated, it is important to acknowledge that the 
underlying patriarchal norms, attitudes and struc-
tures permeate society at all levels. 

Suggested actions:

•	 Take deliberate action to increase the participa-
tion of young women and women with dis-
abilities in leadership by creating and sustaining 
platforms that are safe, accessible, relevant, 
inclusive and responsive to their participation.

•	 Support the creation and functioning of women 
leaders’ networks and support groups at all 
levels for mutual support and mentorship 
among women in power and decision-making 
positions.

On quality health care and sexual and 
reproductive health services and rights

Investment in strengthening the entire health-care 
system is necessary to ensure access to health-
related information, services and products. 

Suggested actions:

•	 Consistently promote the adoption of proven 
strategies and methods for the prevention of 
new HIV infections, including using condoms, 
and strengthen systems to ensure women’s ac-
cess to antiretroviral therapy.

•	 Provide free or affordable family planning 
and sexual and reproductive health services, 
ensuring they reach all women, especially the 
poor and young, to reduce unmet needs for 
contraception and to lower the incidence of 
unintended pregnancies. 

•	 Strengthen the response to the health demands, 
needs and rights of vulnerable and disadvan-
taged girls and women, including women with 
disabilities, older women, sex workers and 
refugee women.

•	 Develop and implement effective strategies for 
community-based health education, support for 
antenatal care, and access to the nearest health 
centre to reduce maternal mortality.

On violence against women

Violence against women and girls is intrinsically 
linked to unequal gendered power relations and is 
perpetuated through social, cultural and religious 
structures, including the family. 

Suggested actions:

•	 Invest in social mobilization and implement 
public awareness campaigns targeting men, 
boys, women and girls and religious, traditional 
and community leaders to eliminate violence 
against women and girls and end human 
trafficking.

•	 Include in school curricula subject areas and 
teaching materials that reinforce the need for 
a more equal society and equal responsibilities 
and rights; equip pupils and students with the 
life skills to recognize, avoid and prevent VAW or 
seek assistance if it occurs. 

•	 Enact and strengthen the enforcement of 
appropriate laws that criminalize all forms of 
violence against women and girls, provide for ef-
ficient, victim-friendly trials of the perpetrators, 
and provide adequate remedies to the victims. 

•	 Develop, adopt, resource and operationalize 
institutionalized systems for data collection, 
analysis and use regarding different forms of 
VAW, responses to VAW, and impacts on women 
and girls.
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1.1 Background

Beijing+25 is a process to assess how far member states and other stakeholders have 
made in implementing the commitments made at the Fourth World Conference on 
Women in Beijing, China, in 1995. The United Nations Commission on the Status 
of Women has played a central role in monitoring, reviewing and making available 
reports on both the achievements and challenges in implementing the Beijing Dec-
laration and Platform for Action – the most comprehensive global policy framework 
to achieve the goals of gender equality, development and peace. World leaders have 
committed to these goals, which are represented in the 12 critical areas of concern.

In 2018, the United Nations Economic and Social 
Council called upon states to undertake comprehen-
sive national reviews of the progress made towards 
gender equality and the empowerment of women, 
as well as the current challenges. The council encour-
aged regional economic commissions to facilitate 
corresponding intergovernmental review processes 
to assess the achievements and challenges at the 
regional level. The reviews were to feed into the 
sixty-fourth session of the Commission on the Sta-
tus of Women, which was mandated to undertake 
an appraisal of the implementation of the Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action. In particular, 
the commission was to assess the achievements 
towards gender equality and women’s empower-
ment and their contribution to the attainment of the 
global 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa 
(UNECA) coordinated the process in Africa, with the 
aim of identifying national and regional trends and 
common concerns in the implementation of the 
Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA), as well as success-
ful strategies towards the achievement of gender 
equality and the empowerment of women in Af-
rica. This intergovernmental process also mobilized 

PART I
INTRODUCTION

the participation of regional organizations and 
stakeholders, including civil society organizations, 
networks of gender experts and practitioners, youth, 
academics, organizations working with women with 
disabilities, and traditional and cultural leaders.

1.2 The Analytical Report: Scope 
and Methodology

As part of its contribution to the regional inter-
governmental process, UN Women undertook the 
production of a report that celebrates achievements, 
highlights key challenges, and identifies priority areas 
in East and southern Africa. The report is based on 
an analysis of 19 country reports in the subregion, 
as well as the Beijing +20 and Beijing +25 Africa re-
gional review reports on the implementation of the 
BPfA over the 2014–2019 period.1 Other sources of 
data include various documents and reports of the 
World Bank, United Nations agencies, the African 
Union (AU), the African Development Bank and select 
non-governmental organizations.2 The report offers a 
snapshot of regional trends in terms of achievements 
and challenges in the 12 critical areas of concern of 
the BPfA, and makes some recommendations for 
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future action. The report does not purport to offer a 
comprehensive record or analysis of the implementa-
tion of the BPfA in each country. 

1.3 Structure of the Report

The report is structured in three parts with an ex-
ecutive summary. The first part is the introduction. 
It outlines the background, methodology and scope 
of the report. It also introduces the BPfA and other 
normative frameworks that underpin and comple-
ment the BPfA. Arranged by critical areas of concern, 
the second part contains an overview of the achieve-
ments and challenges in the implementation of the 
BPfA. The third part focuses on the main conclusions, 
key messages and suggestions for future action 
regarding each of the five critical areas of concern 
identified as priority areas for the 2020–2025 period 
by the majority of ESAR countries. 

1.3.1 The Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action

The BPfA is the outcome document from the Fourth 
World Conference on Women held in Beijing in Sep-
tember 1995. It reflects the unanimous consensus 
of all participating governments and the voices of 
women in their diversities. The BPfA prioritizes 12 
critical areas of concern and strategic actions to 
be taken if the goals of equality, development and 
peace are to be achieved. These are:

1. The persistent and increasing burden of poverty 
on women

2. Inequalities and inadequacies in and unequal 
access to education and training

3. Inequalities and inadequacies in and unequal 
access to health care and related services

4. Violence against women

5. The effects of armed or other kinds of conflict 
on women, including those living under foreign 
occupation

6. Inequality in economic structures and policies in 
all forms of productive activities and in access 
to resources

7. Inequality between men and women in the 
sharing of power and decision making at all 
levels

8. Insufficient mechanisms at all levels to promote 
the advancement of women

9. Lack of respect for and inadequate promotion 
and protection of the human rights of women

10. Stereotyping of women and inequality in 
women’s access to and participation in all com-
munication systems, especially the media

11. Gender inequalities in the management of 
natural resources and in the safeguarding of the 
environment

12. Persistent discrimination against and violation 
of the rights of the girl child3

1.3.2 The Beijing Platform for Action 
and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development

The BPfA is a global agenda for the achievement of 
gender equality and the empowerment of women. 
The UN Commission on the Status of Women moni-
tors its implementation,4 while regional economic 
commissions coordinate regional reviews every five 
years. 

The BPfA is of critical relevance to 
the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), and all ESAR countries have 
integrated the SDGs into their national 
development plans and adopted 
gender-related indicators towards 
achieving gender equality and the 
empowerment of women and girls. 

1.3.3 The Beijing Platform for Action and 
Treaty Commitments on Women’s Rights

There are many opportunities for ESAR countries to 
accelerate the implementation of the BPfA by linking 
it with commitments under existing treaty obliga-
tions, including those outlined below.
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Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women 

CEDAW, adopted by the UN General Assembly in 
1979, defines gender discrimination and the obliga-
tions of states parties towards the achievement of 
gender equality and the elimination of all forms of 
discrimination against women. All ESAR countries 
except Somalia have ratified the CEDAW and are 
therefore bound by its provisions.5 Each country 
commits to submit periodic reports  on the legisla-
tive, judicial, administrative or other measures taken 
to give effect to the convention.6 The binding nature 
of CEDAW gives women and their movements and 
organizations the right to demand for its implemen-
tation. The implementation, monitoring and report-
ing on CEDAW contribute to the achievements of the 
BPfA and vice versa.

Protocol to the African Charter on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women 
in Africa (Maputo Protocol)

The Maputo Protocol, ratified by 42 of Africa’s 55 
countries,7 commits states parties to take all mea-
sures necessary to eliminate discrimination against 
women and to “…integrate a gender perspective 
in their policy decisions, legislation, development 
plans, programmes and activities…”8 It details wide-
ranging and substantive human rights of women 
in their diversity, coupled with binding obligations, 
including periodic reporting to and review by the 
African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights. 
The protocol is an important tool for advancing the 
implementation of the BPfA. 

The Beijing Platform for Action and UN 
Security Council Resolutions

UN Security Council Resolution 1325, adopted in 
2000, together with nine subsequent Security Coun-
cil resolutions9 recognize women’s central roles in 
conflict resolution, peacebuilding and post-conflict 
processes and the impact that armed conflict has on 
women. These resolutions, often referred to as the 
global women, peace and security agenda, promote 
women’s meaningful participation and representa-
tion at all levels of decision making, the protection 
of women and girls, the promotion of the rights of 

women, and the integration of a gender perspective 
into all post-conflict processes. The UNSC resolu-
tions have and continue to provide opportunities for 
strengthening women’s presence and participation 
in security sector organs; the integration of a gender 
perspective and women’s voice in conflict prevention 
and resolution; and women’s participation in peace-
building and peacekeeping operations.

The Beijing Platform for Action and the 
African Union’s Agenda 2063

Agenda 2063 is the blueprint for Africa’s develop-
ment during the period 2013–2063. Put together 
after extensive consultations in which the people 
articulated their aspirations under the slogan “the 
Africa we want”, Agenda 2063 has seven goals or 
aspirations:

1. Inclusive growth and sustainable development

2. Political integration and unity 

3. Good governance and respect for human rights, 
justice and the rule of law

4. Peace and security

5. Cultural identity and common heritage, values 
and ethics

6. Development that is driven by Africa’s people, 
especially its women and youth

7. Promotion of Africa as a strong, united, resilient 
and influential global player and partner

The sixth goal above focuses on gender equality and 
commits AU member countries to strengthening the 
role of Africa’s women in development by ensuring 
gender equality and parity in political, economic 
and social development. Member countries also 
commit to eliminating all forms of discrimination 
and violence against women and girls; creating op-
portunities for Africa’s youth for self-realization and 
access to health, education and jobs; and ensuring 
the safety and security of Africa’s children. All these 
aspects reflect the commitments of states in the 
BPfA. Agenda 2063 is currently being implemented 
through a ten-year implementation framework 
(2013–2023), with states parties required to make 
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periodic reports on implementation. Under a ten-
year strategic plan, targets to be achieved at the 
national level include the following:

•	 Equal economic rights for women, including 
the rights to own and inherit property, sign a 
contract, save money, register and manage a 
business, and own and operate a bank account 
by 2025 

•	 At least 20 per cent of rural women have access 
to and control over productive assets, including 
land and grants, credit, inputs, and financial 
services and information

•	 At least 30 per cent of all elected officials at lo-
cal, regional and national levels and in judicial 
institutions are women

•	 At least 25 per cent of annual public procure-
ment contracts at national and subnational 
levels are awarded to women 

•	 Increased gender parity in decision-making 
positions at all levels to at least 50:50 between 
women and men 

•	 Solemn Declaration Index developed by the 
Gender is my Agenda Campaign and UNECA 
is computed bi-annually and used in making 
policy/resource allocation decisions
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PART 2
CRITICAL AREAS 
OF CONCERN: 
ACHIEVEMENTS AND 
CHALLENGES
2.1 Overview

The East and southern African region has taken significant steps to advance gender 
equality and the empowerment of women in accordance with the BPfA. There are 
encouraging policies and programmes that increase opportunities for women in 
education, participation in decision making, and access to and control of productive 
resources, including land. There is an emerging appreciation of diversities among 
women and the consequent adoption of an intersectional approach to policymaking 
and programming. Despite the progress, challenges remain, including negative social 
norms, attitudes and practices, as well as under-resourcing of GEWE policy imple-
mentation. Persistent drought, floods and landslides and the related displacement 
of populations are compounding these challenges. This part the report looks at the 
achievements and challenges per critical area of concern, with the aim of identifying 
regional trends and drawing lessons. 

2.2 The Importance of GEWE-
responsive Budgetary Processes

The Fourth World Conference on Women noted 
with concern that financial and human resource 
commitments for the advancement of women were 
generally insufficient. The BPfA requires countries “…
to make efforts to systematically review how women 
benefit from public sector expenditures; adjust 
budgets to ensure equality of access to public sector 
expenditures, both for enhancing productive capac-
ity and for meeting social needs; and to achieve the 

gender-related commitments made in other United 
Nations summits and conferences”.10

The Beijing+25 country reports provide some 
good practices in the implementation of gender-
responsive budgeting. Several ESAR countries have 
established legal and operational mechanisms 
to strengthen gender-responsive budgeting.11 In 
Uganda, the Public Finance Management Act (2015) 
obliges all government ministries and departments, 
whose budgets must be passed by Parliament, to 
obtain a certificate of compliance indicating that 
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their respective framework papers and annual 
budget estimates are gender and equity responsive. 
They must also outline the measures to be taken 
to ensure equal opportunities “…for women, men, 
persons with disabilities, residents of hard-to-reach 
areas, the poor and other marginalized groups in 
Uganda”.12 The certificate is issued by the Ministry of 
Finance on recommendation of the Equal Opportu-
nities Commission.13 Without the certificate, Parlia-
ment is prohibited by law from debating the budget 
proposals. In Rwanda, a gender budget statement 
is a required attachment to all budget framework 
papers that are submitted to the Ministry of Finance 
and subsequently to Parliament for approval.14

Ethiopia requires all sectors to integrate GRB into 
budgeting processes to enhance the participation of 
women and their economic benefits.15 The country 
established detailed GRB guidelines for use by all 
ministries and government departments.16 In Kenya, 
as part of GRB implementation, the government has 
embraced public participation in budget making and 
monitoring, with significant inputs by women, youth 
and the media. Additionally, the budgets are pro-
gramme based, which has allowed better tracking 
of resources for GEWE programmes and outputs.17 

CRITICAL AREAS OF CONCERN: BEIJING DECLARATION AND PLATFORM FOR ACTION
(paragraph 44)
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Successes in GRB have been registered in Rwanda, 
Uganda, South Africa and Tanzania, providing les-
sons on the importance of civil society and women’s 
movements – in particular in advocacy and partici-
pation in all stages of the budget process.18 However, 
inadequate age-, sex- and disability-disaggregated 
data on the implementation of GRB measures has 
hampered evaluation of GRB’s effectiveness in draw-
ing significant resources towards the fight against 
discrimination and in advancing gender equality and 
women’s empowerment.

2.3 Achievements and Challenges 
by Beijing Platform for Action 
Critical Areas of Concern

2.3.1 Feminized Poverty and Women’s 
Economic Empowerment 

Progress

Strategic Action 1 in the BPfA relates to the persistent 
and increasing poverty of women. Fifteen of the ESAR 
countries list poverty eradication as their top priority 
for accelerating GEWE for the 2020–2025 period. 
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In the 25-year period since the adoption of BPfA, 
poverty indices for women in East and southern Af-
rica, and for Africa as a whole, continue to present a 
bleak picture, despite some countries posting annual 
growth rates far higher than the African continental 
and global averages of 3.5 per cent and 2. 5 per cent 
respectively.19 In 2018, Ethiopia’s GDP grew by 7.7 
per cent and Rwanda’s by 7.2 per cent. This contrasts 
with South Sudan at -3.8 per cent, Burundi at 1.4 
per cent, Comoros at 2.8 per cent and Somalia at 2.9 
per cent.20 Many countries are affected by persistent 
drought, while armed conflict afflicts others such as 
Somalia and South Sudan. In 2018 and 2019, East 
Africa and the Horn of Africa have witnessed an 
invasion of locusts, as well as frequent flooding and 
landslides due to excessive rains. ESAR economies 
are characterized by high levels of poverty, inequality 
and unemployment. The African Development Bank 
estimates that over 33 per cent of the people in East 
Africa live on less than US$2 a day, while the richest 

10 per cent earn 30 per cent of total income.21 The 
situation is not different in southern Africa. The 
poorest 20 per cent of the population receive 3–7 per 
cent of the income, while the richest earn between 
45 (Tanzania) and 70 per cent (Seychelles).22

While poverty affects men and 
women, there is significant gender 
inequality, with more women falling 
within the extreme poverty bracket. 

In South Africa, for example, 41.7 per cent of women 
live below the poverty level compared with 38.2 per 
cent of men. Race and marital status intersect with 
gender in the determination of poverty status. Thus, 
black women are disproportionately represented 
among the poor compared to other women or to 
African men.23 In Zambia, poverty levels are much 
higher in the rural areas, where 76.6 per cent of 

Photo: UN Women
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women live.24 In Lesotho, women form the bulk of 
agricultural workers in the rural areas,  but they do 
not own the land and are the majority in the 56.2 
per cent of people who live in extreme poverty in the 
country.25 Gender inequality manifests in a broad 
range of areas: incomes, access to and control of 
productive resources, housing, opportunities for 
employment, work conditions, and decision mak-
ing. Governments in the region realize that the 
objectives of the BPfA cannot be achieved without 
eradicating poverty. National development plans are 
aligned to the 2030 Agenda and Africa’s own Agenda 
2063. Both highlight the multidimensional nature of 
poverty and sustainable development.

Despite the intransigent nature of poverty, govern-
ments in the ESAR have made efforts to advance 

women’s economic empowerment. Government in-
terventions have fallen into three major categories: 
social protection, legal and regulatory reforms, and 
financial inclusion mechanisms. In efforts to reduce 
poverty among women, all ESAR countries prioritized 
the promotion of women’s economic empowerment 
in the last ten years and established programmes re-
lated to employment creation, income security and 
social protection. For example, Mauritius established 
a minimum wage of 8,140 rupees (US$250) for all 
full-time workers in January 2018, benefitting many 
women, who are the majority in vulnerable employ-
ment, with some earning as little as 1,500 rupees. 
Zambia and Malawi have rolled out social protection 
measures targeting persons in extreme poverty, 
including women and persons living with disabil-
ity. The cash-transfer scheme enables women to 
purchase farm inputs in addition to satisfying their 
basic needs.26 Social protection programmes provide 
critical safety nets and help populations build resil-
ience; governments across the ESAR have instituted 
these measures with different levels of success and 
impact. However, such measures have not resulted 
in a significant reduction in women’s overall poverty 

70%
of land in Rwanda is jointly owned 

by married couples

Photo: UN Women/Tumaini Ochieng
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levels. This is due to continued inequality in educa-
tion, training and ownership of and access to land 
and other productive resources. In addition, women 
predominate in informal, insecure and low-paying 
jobs. ILO reports that 95 per cent of female workers 
in sub-Saharan Africa are in informal employment, 
compared to 89 per cent of male workers.27

Women have demonstrated agency in organizing vil-
lage savings and loans clubs, in joining credit and sav-
ings cooperatives, and in setting up women’s informal 
savings clubs such as the chamas in Kenya and sanduk 
sanduks in South Sudan. These are innovative sav-
ings and credit clubs on the periphery of the formal 
financial system that involve millions of people and 
permeate various socio-economic groups, with some 
growing beyond lending for household purposes to 
investing in real estate. There is little empirical data 
on the numbers of SACCOs run by women. What is 
clear is that large numbers of women participate in 
the SACCOs and that through them women are sav-
ing and accessing credit facilities. Ethiopia reports 
that 13.4 million women saved 3.2 billion birr through 
such small-scale microfinance associations.28 In Ma-
lawi, over 3,000 village loans and savings groups, with 

a membership of 4.5 million individuals in the rural 
areas – mainly women – have over 5 billion kwacha or 
US$7 million in circulation.

Measures to provide social 
protection have included access to 
social services such as water and 
sanitation, electricity, cash transfers, 
basic insurance, and employment in 
community improvement activities or 
in extended public works programmes. 

Namibia has introduced regulations for pay reform 
for those in the lower pay brackets such as domestic 
workers and caregivers. In other countries, efforts 
are underway to create social safety nets for those 
who suffer multiple vulnerabilities. The elderly, per-
sons living with HIV/AIDS and other chronic health 
conditions, and persons with mental and severe 
physical disabilities fall into this category. Rwanda, for 
example, implements the Vision 2020 Umurenga Pro-
gramme and the Girinka or “One Cow per Poor Family” 
Programme, which provide cash transfers or facilitate 

Photo: UN Women
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access to financial or credit services for poor individu-
als. Women are specially targeted, and by 2017 64.4 
per cent of direct cash transfer beneficiaries and 56.4 
per cent of public works beneficiaries were women.29

Ethiopia has adopted an innovative approach to 
social protection programming. Its Urban Productive 
Safety Net Programme aims not only to support 
livelihoods, but also to facilitate the poor to transi-
tion out of poverty. Participants in the public works 
component of the programme earn income, 20 per 
cent of which they commit to save. After a three-year 
participation period, the savings are released with a 
government top-up grant to the participant as start-
up capital for a business.30 Meanwhile, in Angola 
Presidential Decree No. 155/16 of 9 August aims to 
protect the rights of all domestic workers, including 
the right to a safe work environment, regular and 
timely wages, and daily, weekly and annual rest. The 
decree also sets out the duties of employers, as well 
as a complaints mechanism.31

Legal and regulatory reforms have given women 
the rights to own and use land, while simpler land 
title regimes and access to legal services have been 
devised to make it easier for women to register prop-
erty. For instance, the 2016 Ethiopia Demographic 
and Household Survey established that only 7.7 per 
cent of women in urban areas owned a house. In 
response, the government is implementing a policy 
under which 30 per cent of low-cost condominium 
housing is allocated to women, and the remaining 
70 per cent is shared equally between men and 
women.32 Lesotho reports that women are taking ad-
vantage of the Land Act (2010) to own land. Sixty-four 
percent of titles issued in urban centres have been to 
women since the enactment of the act.33 In Namibia, 
41.6 per cent of the people resettled on commercial 
farms under the National Resettlement Programme 
during the period 2014–2019 are women.34 Women 
are also represented on Communal Land Boards.35

FIGURE 1

Ownership of accounts (including mobile money) 2017

Source: World Bank Global Findex 2017
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2012 2014 2016

Indications Female Male Female Male Female Male

Fixed telephone 
lines per 100 
inhabitants

1.28 1.31 0.83 0.85 0.32 0.32

Mobile cellular 
telephone 
subscriptions per 
100 inhabitants

148.35 151.13 155.19 157.18 170.45 173.27

Internet 
subscribers per 
100 inhabitants 
(wireless and 
fixed)

41.47 42.25 75.92 77.28 116.68 118.61

Broadband 
subscriptions per 
100 inhabitants 
(fixed and wired)

9.28 9.45 19.58 19.93 55.55 56.47

Mobile money 
subscriptions per 
100 inhabitants

94.17 95.95 120.08 122.23 139.91 142.22

TABLE 1

Ownership of accounts (including mobile money) 201741

Source: Kenya National Beijing +25 Review 2019

Rwanda’s Land Tenure Regularization Programme 
has resulted in 77 per cent of female heads of 
households getting legal ownership and control over 
their land. Almost 25 per cent of land is owned by 
women in their own right, while 70 per cent is jointly 
owned by married couples.36 Uganda has created a 
Certificate of Customary Ownership as evidence of 
ownership of property that can be used as collateral 
to obtain bank loans. In Rwanda, the revised land 
law gives women access to and use of land. This has 
enabled the use of land titles as collateral for bank 
loans, resulting in almost tripling the incidence of 
borrowing by women from 39 per cent in 2013 to 86 
per cent in 2016. ESAR countries are encouraged to 
undertake studies that would assess the impact of 
land reforms on women’s poverty and on the overall 
economic empowerment of women.

However, a recent UNCTAD report37 found that less 
than 7 per cent of Kenyan women were registered 

landowners in 2014, compared with about 30 
per cent of men, despite the 2010 Constitution of 
Kenya’s provisions on gender equality and the exis-
tence of laws that establish parity in property and 
land ownership. As elsewhere, the reason for this 
gap in access to land use and ownership is ascribed 
to socio-cultural norms, traditional practices, gender 
stereotypes and women’s economic marginalization. 

Promising financial inclusion interventions are 
ongoing, with the intention of bringing women into 
the formal financial sector of the economy towards 
sustainable poverty eradication. The national reports 
provide many success stories. In 2018, Zimbabwe 
established a women’s microfinance bank to provide 
loans and financial services specifically to women in 
agriculture and business.38 Enat Bank, established 
in Ethiopia in 2011 by 11 women, continues to 
represent an important good practice. Women hold 
64 per cent of the shares and are the majority in the 
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bank’s governance structures. In addition to com-
mercial banking services, Enat Bank offers financial 
literacy training and support to women.39 Rwanda 
reports a significant reduction in the financial ex-
clusion of women, from 32 per cent in 2012 to 13 
per cent in 2016. This is due to a variety of factors, 
including increased use of mobile money services, 
better access to bank loans and credit, and growing 
SACCO membership. Figure 1 shows that significant 
populations in several ESAR countries are excluded 
from financial services and highlights the gender 
disparity in ownership of accounts. 

Evolving technology such as mobile money is creat-
ing opportunities for the economic empowerment of 
many women.40 Women are active as mobile money 
agents or simply as users who can gain easy access 
to financial services and other business transactions, 
thereby saving time and transport charges and po-
tentially serving wider markets. In Rwanda, over 37 
per cent of women transact business using mobile 
money. Table 1 shows the increased participation 
of women in mobile technology, including mobile 
money, in Kenya.

Twelve countries reported having taken measures 
to promote and increase female enrolment, reten-
tion and completion with regard to technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET).42 The 
purpose is to improve women’s access to job and 
entrepreneurship opportunities. In some countries, 
graduates of the skills programmes are given start-
up cash and equipment to begin their own busi-
nesses. Companies have been encouraged to reduce 
the gender gap in employment through the issuance 
of a Gender Equality Seal.43 This seal demonstrates 
that the company has eliminated gender pay gaps, 
increased the participation of women in decision 
making, promoted work–life balance, given women 
access to non-traditional jobs, and worked towards 
eliminating sexual harassment and the use of sexist 
language in the workplace.

Countries are adopting an intersectionality analysis 
of poverty generally and among women. For instance, 
South Africa acknowledges disparities in poverty 
levels indicating that black women, women in the 
rural areas, women with no education, and female-
headed households have higher poverty levels.44 

Similarly, Uganda identifies several groups with 
enhanced vulnerabilities to poverty and has adopted 
the Uganda National Social Protection Policy (2015) 
to provide for targeted responses to vulnerabilities 
“…associated with age, gender, disability, health, 
employment, environment and natural disasters”.45 
More than 71 per cent of Ugandan females live in ru-
ral areas. The Uganda Women Entrepreneurship Pro-
gramme targets mainly rural women with finances 
to enable them to engage in businesses. The govern-
ment also implements a special grants programme 
targeting women living with disabilities.46 Kenya’s 
Equalization Fund, created under the Constitution of 
Kenya, directs resources for education, health, water 
and electricity to previously marginalized geographic 
regions, thereby alleviating poverty.47 Ethiopia is im-
plementing special initiatives for women at a greater 
risk of poverty, including women with disabilities, 
those living with HIV/AIDS, rural women and girls, 
adolescent and young women, as well as refugee and 
migrant women.48 Madagascar has introduced social 
protection legislation and interventions targeting 
women heads of households. A new family planning 
law promulgated in 2017 strengthens and provides 
free access to quality sexual and reproductive health 
services.49 Rwanda’s pro-poor programmes provide 
direct support in terms of cash transfers, facilita-
tion of access to financial and credit services, and 
employment opportunities in infrastructure projects 

UGANDA

71%
of women live in rural areas

28%
of women are in paid employment, 
compared to 46% of men

71%
of women are engaged in vulnerable 
employment
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such as the construction and maintenance of feeder 
roads and soil erosion terraces.50

Given the interconnectedness of the 12 critical areas 
of the BPfA and the SDGs, many governments in 
the region have put emphasis on strengthening the 
physical and social infrastructure necessary for the 
eradication of poverty and achievement of economic 
and social goals. Thus, Kenya, Ethiopia and Uganda 
report significant investment in developing physical 
infrastructure such as roads, health and school facili-
ties, and water provision systems. 

Emerging efforts to discuss inclusive growth are an 
attempt to address the massive exclusion of women 
and other populations living in poverty (the cen-
tre–periphery phenomenon). However, strategies of 
inclusive growth have not tackled the root causes of 
inequality that stem from exclusion. According to an 
Oxfam report, 6 of the 20 most unequal countries 
in the world are in the ESAR. These are Swaziland, 
Namibia, South Africa, Botswana, Mauritius and 
Madagascar.51 Five billionaires and 50,000 mil-
lionaires live in South Africa, while 20 billionaires in 
Africa as a whole live alongside 413 million people in 
extreme poverty.52 The vast majority of the popula-
tion, women and jobless youth, reside in the bulging 
lower four-fifths of a narrow-tipped triangle. 

Challenges

Despite the efforts by ESAR countries, World Bank 
estimates in 2018 indicated that by 2030 global 
poverty will become increasingly African. Nine out 
of every ten people living in extreme poverty will be 
in sub-Saharan Africa.53 The World Bank identifies 
the slow rate of fertility decline, rising food imports 
(US$10 billion in the early 2000s to US$35–40 billion 
more recently), and the poverty financing gap as is-
sues that need to be addressed to stem the accelera-
tion of poverty. 

The drivers of poverty, however, are not only 
economic. Poor governance systems and practice, 
development-resistant sociocultural frameworks (in-
cluding education systems and predominant social 
values and practices), as well as external geopolitical, 
economic and financial systems play a part. ESAR 
countries identified six main challenges to effective 

poverty reduction and the economic empowerment 
of women:

1. Inadequate access by women to productive 
resources, including land, finance, entrepreneurial 
skills, cheap energy sources and employment oppor-
tunities:54 In Kenya, for instance, only 7 per cent of 
women own land and only 8 per cent own a house.55 
The Matrimonial Property Act 2013 denies women 
the right to inherit property acquired during mar-
riage unless they can prove monetary contribution. 
Household and care work is not regarded as “con-
tribution”.56 High levels of unemployment among 
women negatively impact on women’s capacities 
to accumulate productive resources. In Uganda, the 
unemployment rate among women is 13 per cent, 
compared to 6 per cent among men. Only 28 per cent 
of women are in paid employment compared to 46 
per cent of men; 71 per cent of women are engaged 
in vulnerable employment.57 Poor access to credit 
and entrepreneurial skill development opportunities 
adds to the problem.

2. Negative social norms, practices and stereotypes: All 
ESAR countries identified the continued prevalence 
of negative and discriminatory social norms, prac-
tices and stereotypes as a major obstacle to women’s 
economic empowerment and reversing the femini-
zation of poverty.58 Ethiopia, for instance, attributes 
the inequality in education and property ownership 
and the high rates of unemployment among women 
to discriminatory cultural and religious norms.59 
Kenya, Lesotho and Malawi highlight the negative 
role of patriarchal attitudes and norms in contribut-
ing to the resistance to legislative reforms in favour 
of women’s property and inheritance rights, and to 
the non-implementation of existing gender equal-
ity laws and policies. Such negative attitudes also 
contribute to the low public investment in gender 
equality and women’s economic empowerment pro-
grammes. Lesotho reports that the national gender 
machinery has consistently been allocated less than 
1 per cent of the national budget in each of the last 
five years (2014–2019).60

3. The burden of unpaid and unrecognized domestic 
and care work:61 In Rwanda, for instance, due to the 
gender division of labour and the absence of afford-
able gas or electricity, women spend a lot of time 
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collecting fuelwood, thereby reducing the time avail-
able for productive work to build their asset base.62

4. Climate change–related weather phenomena: Be-
tween 2014 and 2019, the East and southern African 
region experienced climate change–driven weather 
phenomena, including prolonged drought, heavy 
rains and floods, unpredictable rainfall patterns, and 
extreme temperatures, with negative impacts on 
livelihoods, food security, economic productivity and 
poverty reduction efforts.63

2.3.2 Quality Education, Training and 
Life-long Learning for Women and Girls 

Progress

The attainment of quality and relevant education by 
women and girls is a fundamental human right and 
an important strategy towards gender equality in all 
critical areas of concern. All countries in ESAR have 
prioritized the improvement of education and train-
ing for girls. Achievements include those outlined 
below.

Policy frameworks – 
All countries report an impressive 
array of policies and strategies 
designed to ensure the provision 
of quality educational and training 
services for girls, including those with 
disabilities and those from hard-to-
reach areas. 

Malawi reports an increase in budgetary alloca-
tion to the Ministry of Education, noting that in 
the 2018/2019 financial year “…the Ministry got 
the highest percentage of the national budget”.64 
Additionally, the country has implemented a “Read-
mission Policy” to allow pregnant girls to return to 
school after delivery. The policy contributes to the 
promotion of girls’ education and the prevention of 
early marriage.65 Kenya and Uganda implement a 
comparable policy. It has been argued that the po-
tential benefits of the policy are affected by several 
factors, including opposition from religious leaders, 
school administrators and communities; lack of 

Photo: UN Women/Paterson Siema
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clarity and guidelines for its implementation; and 
stigma experienced by the girls upon re-entry.66

Increased enrolment and retention in schools – All 
countries in the region have implemented measures 
to increase the enrolment and retention of girls 
in primary, secondary and tertiary institutions. 
Several countries, including Ethiopia, Namibia and 
Uganda, are offering universal primary and second-
ary education.67 By eliminating tuition fees, one of 
the impediments to girls’ education is addressed: 
poor families do not have to make a choice between 
paying for male children or female children. Other 
countries, including Kenya, are offering scholarships, 
particularly for girls from disadvantaged households 
and areas.68 School feeding programmes in lower-
level classes are helping to keep children in school. 
There is welcome investment in gender-responsive 
facilities in schools, including the provision of water, 
sanitary towels and girls-only toilets/latrines. There 
are also measures designed to prevent teenage 

pregnancy and readmit girls who had dropped out of 
school due to pregnancy.69 A good example is the Let 
Us Learn programme in Madagascar. This is a cash-
transfer programme to assist parents in continuing 
their girls’ and boys’ education to the completion of 
secondary school.70 Malawi gives preference to all 
students with disability, including women with dis-
ability, in institutions of higher learning, including 
universities.71

More girls in science and technical subjects – The re-
gion is encouraging girls to take science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics courses that were 
traditionally predominated by boys. Rwanda’s STEM 
promotion initiatives72 are credited for the increase 
in girls’ participation in ICT courses from 32.3 per 
cent in 2015/2016 to 41.8 per cent in 2016/2017.73 
Uganda’s Secondary Science and Mathematics 
Teachers programme aimed to retool teachers for 
improved teaching of STEM courses. The programme 
had a special focus on female science teachers who 

Photo: UN Women
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can be role models for girls’ participation in STEM.74 
In partnership with gender activist organizations, 
girls in STEM and TVET courses participate in men-
torship programmes and a “Miss Mathematics” 
competition.75 Girls’ STEM and TVET clubs in schools 
have been established to motivate girls in these 
areas of study.

Secondary school enrolment for girls in Kenya has 
increased from 48 per cent in 2014 to 48.8 per cent 
in 2018, while enrolment in TVET has risen from 39.3 
per cent in 2014 to 43.6 per cent in 2018.76 Rwanda 
reports girls’ enrolment at 49.7 per cent at the pri-
mary school level, 53.2 per cent at secondary level, 
and 42.6 per cent at tertiary level. Also encouraging 
is the enrolment for girls with disability: primary 
school enrolment has increased from 44.8 per cent 
in 2015 to 47 per cent in 2018, and secondary school 
enrolment from 47 per cent in 2015 to 50.5 per cent 
in 2018.77 In Mozambique, the proportion of girls in 
secondary education is 49 per cent and that of boys 
is 51 per cent.78 In Namibia, retention of pupils (boys 
and girls) in school is still a big challenge – only 3.2 
per cent of students complete Grade 12.79

Challenges

1. Negative cultural norms and practices, including 
early and child marriage, persist. UNICEF statis-
tics from 2014 show that 58 per cent of women 
aged 20–49 years in East and southern Africa 
were married before they turned 18. Currently in 
Uganda, 40 per cent of girls are married before 
turning 18 and 10 per cent before they are 15.80 
Negative social attitudes and practices also 
contribute to inequalities in access to education 
by girls with disability.

2. Household poverty, especially in rural and 
peri-urban areas, continues to put demands 
on adolescent girls to supplement family 
agricultural, domestic and care work, thereby 
negatively impacting school enrolment, reten-
tion and performance.81

3. Continued low uptake by girls of training in 
traditionally male-dominated courses and 
apprenticeships – for example, in motor ve-
hicle and engine mechanics, masonry, carpentry, 
plumbing and electricity – mean that women 
do not access jobs or self-employment in these 
lucrative skill areas. Negative societal percep-
tions, women-unfriendly curricula and teaching 

GIRLS IN STEM

Rwanda has promoted STEM, 
increasing girls’ participation 
in ICT from 32% to 42% 
between 2016 and 2017

Ugandan girls in STEM and 
TVET courses are able to 
participate in mentorship 
programmes and a “Miss 
Mathematics” competition

Uganda’s STEM training 
programme for secondary 

teachers has improved STEM 
teaching, with a focus on 

female teachers

GIRLS IN SECONDARY SCHOOL

Between 2014 and 2018 in 
Kenya, girls’ enrolment in both 
secondary school and TVET 
has increased

In Mozambique, the 
proportion of girls getting  
secondary education is 49%, 
while that of boys is 51%

Enrolment of girls with 
disability in Kenya has 

increased by 3 percentage 
points at both primary and 

secondary levels
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FIGURE 2

Maternal mortality ratios in ESAR

Source: WHO 2017

methods, and women-unfriendly work environ-
ments (female engineers face the challenge of 
balancing their caregiving roles with the de-
mands of the trade) play a role in discouraging 
girls from taking STEM courses.

4. Inadequate infrastructure in schools, including 
water and sanitation infrastructure, contributes 
to girls’ performance and retention.

5. Education and learning are a lifelong funda-
mental right. The Beijing+25 country reports, 
while expounding on the policies, programmes 
and achievements relating to girls and young 
women, are not strong on education and train-
ing for older women. They need equal support 
to learn and use new technologies and to seize 
available social and economic opportunities and 
services.

6. An emerging challenge in Southern Africa is the 
rate at which boys are dropping out of school. 
For instance, in Lesotho only 35 per cent of boys 
are likely to attend secondary school, compared 
to 51 per cent of girls. In Tanzania, while 83.5 per 
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cent of girls completed primary school in 2016, 
the completion rate for boys was only 75.2 per 
cent.82 South Africa also reported that in 2018 
more girls attended Grades 11 and 12 (at 53.3 
and 55.1 per cent respectively), even as girls 
represented only 47 per cent of the learners in 
Grades 1–4.83 This pattern continues at public 
institutions of higher learning, where women 
represent 58.1 per cent of full-time students; 
in long-distance learning institutions, they 
represent 65.9 per cent of students.84 Complex 
and intersecting factors that contribute to the 
dropout rate include poverty, the need for boys 
to find work, difficult home environments and 
truancy. Adding to the problem is an education 
system that does not facilitate individual atten-
tion to learners and lays inordinate emphasis 
on test results, thereby “pushing out” those 
considered to be underachievers.85

2.3.3 Women and Health 

Following the 20-year review of the 
implementation of the BPfA in 2014, 
African governments committed 
themselves to reduce maternal 
mortality by half and to invest in 
sexual and reproductive health rights, 
including by providing comprehensive 
sexual health education, information 
and services. 

They committed to promote men’s shared responsi-
bility for family planning, HIV protection, and sexual 
and gender-based violence prevention, as well as to 
improve access for all women and girls to HIV/AIDS 
prevention and treatment services. Additionally, 
countries undertook to scale up the ratio of medical 
doctors, midwives and nurses to the population, 
expand obstetric care services, especially in rural and 

FIGURE 4

Contraceptive prevalence and unmet need for family planning among married and in-union women

Source: International Planned Parenthood Federation 2018
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remote areas, provide early detection services for 
cervical and breast cancer, and provide free cancer 
treatment for women. They agreed to implement 
effective strategies to ensure the elimination of 
discrimination against women with obstetric fistula. 
These commitments form part of the 2030 Agenda. 

Target 5.6 under SDG 5 is to: “Ensure universal access to 
sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights 
as agreed in accordance with the Programme of Action 
of the International Conference on Population and 
Development and the Beijing Platform for Action and 
the outcome documents of their review conferences.”86 

Maternal Mortality 

All countries in the region report improved maternal 
health due to increased antenatal care and attended 
births. Investment has been made in strengthening 
health infrastructure and services and increasing 
trained personnel, while addressing the challenges 
of limited human and financial resources, lack of 
information and data, and a brain drain of doc-
tors and health professionals. Child and forced 
marriage, teenage pregnancy, cultural and social 
norms, economic status, unwanted pregnancies, and 
unsafe abortions are factors that negatively impact 
women’s right to health. A country’s MMR is linked 
to the attainment of development goals. The lower 

the ratio, the higher ranked the country is on the 
United Nations Development Index.87

 
Despite the failure to meet the BPfA target of reduc-
ing the maternal mortality ratio to 50 per cent of the 
1990 level by the year 2000, the region is performing 
better than other subregions of sub-Saharan Africa. 
South Africa’s accessible and safe abortion services, 
coupled with higher antenatal clinic attendance, has 
contributed to the reduction of its MMR by 91 per 
cent over a 20-year period. Ethiopia similarly is expe-
riencing success, having adopted a policy in 2005 to 
provide safe abortion services countrywide.88

The above figure shows that, whereas the MMR has 
significantly reduced over the last ten years,89 only 
five countries in the East and southern Africa subre-
gion are below the 200/100,000 mark, putting them 
lower than the 2017 global average of 211 deaths per 
100,000 live births.90 Of the five, two – Seychelles and 
Mauritius – fall below the 2030 target, at 53/100,000 
and 61/100,000 respectively. The ratios of the other 
three – South Africa, Botswana and Namibia – were 
140.8, 144 and 195 deaths per 100,000 live births 
respectively. In 2017, South Sudan recorded the high-
est MMR at 1,150/100,000, but by 2019 the country 
showed a significant decline to 789/100,000.91 

However, MMR among adolescent and young girls, 
especially between the ages of 14 and 19 years, is far 
higher and stands at 3,000/100,000. This is a result 
of a combination of early marriage/pregnancy, the 
high prevalence of HIV/AIDS in the age group, and 
poor health infrastructure.92 Zambia recorded a 
major decline in MMR, from 398/100,000 in 2014 to 
252/100,000 in 2018.93

HIV/AIDS

East and southern Africa accounts for 53 per cent of 
the people living with HIV globally.94 UNAIDS esti-
mates that there were approximately 800,000 new 
HIV infections in East and southern Africa in 2018, 
a 28 per cent decrease from the number of new HIV 
infections in 2010.95 In the period 2010–2018, new 
infections in Comoros, Rwanda, Uganda and South 
Africa declined by between 40 per cent (South Africa) 
and 67 per cent (Comoros). This contrasts with the 
worst performing countries of South Sudan and 

The UNAIDS 90-90-90 Goal

90% of people living 
with HIV are appropriately 

diagnosed

90% of HIV-infected 
individuals receive treatment 

(antiretroviral therapy)

90% of those receiving 
treatment achieve viral 

suppression
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Madagascar, where new infections grew by 35 per 
cent and 193 per cent respectively.96

 
The rate of mother-to-child transmission of HIV 
decreased from 18 per cent in 2010 to 9 per cent in 
2018.97 Botswana, Eswatini, Uganda and Namibia 
have the highest coverage of prevention of mother-
to-child transmission activities, at over 90 per cent, 
and the highest levels of awareness and testing.98 
South Sudan and Madagascar are at the low end of 
coverage, awareness and testing. Some ESAR coun-
tries, including Eswatini, Mauritius, Namibia and 
Uganda, are implementing the UNAIDS 90-90-90 by 
2020 goal, designed to ensure that at least 90 per 
cent of people living with HIV infection are appropri-
ately diagnosed, at least 90 per cent of HIV-infected 
individuals receive treatment (antiretroviral therapy), 
and at least 90 per cent of those on antiretroviral 
therapy achieve viral suppression.99 UNAIDS 2019 
data shows that in the ESAR, 85 per cent of people 
living with HIV have been tested and know their 
status. Only 67 per cent are on antiretroviral therapy, 
and 58 per cent have viral suppression.100 While most 
countries report high infection rates among young 
women, Namibia reports a high infection rate (30 
per cent) among women aged 40–49. 

Challenges

1. Resistance to the implementation of compre-
hensive sexuality education in institutions of 
learning and at the family level has contributed 
to continued low levels of knowledge on issues 
related to HIV and sexual and reproductive 
health. Early sexual debut by girls is thus in-
creasing the vulnerability of young women to 
HIV infection.101

2. UNAIDS asserts that the fear of social stigma 
and discrimination against people living with 
HIV remains an important factor in whether 
people decide to test, disclose and remain on 
antiretroviral therapy.102

3. Limited access to reproductive health commodi-
ties negatively affects women’s health and con-
tributes to MMR and infant mortality. A 2018 
report by International Planned Parenthood 
shows that only 28 per cent of women of child-
bearing age in sub-Saharan Africa use any form 
of contraceptive method. Figure 4 shows the 

unmet need for contraceptive commodities by 
geographical region, thereby allowing for com-
parison with regions in Africa and elsewhere in 
the world.103

4. Other intersecting factors – including violence 
against women and girls, poverty, and displace-
ment due to armed conflict and other disasters 
– have a negative impact on the provision and 
uptake of sexual and reproductive health ser-
vices and rights and HIV/AIDS services.

2.3.4 Violence against Women

The Beijing Platform for Action calls on govern-
ments to adopt, implement and periodically review 
legislation “emphasizing the prevention of violence 
and the prosecution of offenders; take measures to 
ensure the effective protection of women subjected 
to violence, access to just and effective remedies, 
including compensation and indemnification, and 
healing of victims.”104 The Declaration on the Elimi-
nation of Violence against Women (A/RES/48/104) 
defines violence against women as “any act of 
gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to 
result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or 
suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether 
occurring in public or in private life”. The CEDAW 
Committee General Recommendation No. 19 further 
elaborates and defines violence against women as a 
form of discrimination that limits women’s ability to 
enjoy human rights on an equal basis with men. All 
ESAR countries have employed, with varying rates of 
success, a combination of strategies to combat VAW 
(listed in the following section).

Progress

1. Reform of criminal laws and procedures and the 
promulgation or strengthening of legislation 
criminalizing sexual violence and domestic vio-
lence, marriage laws that set the age of consent 
to marry at 18 years, and laws that prohibit 
FGM and other harmful practices. Zambia has 
innovatively operationalized the Anti-Gender-
Based Violence Fund, established under the 
Anti-Gender-Based Violence Act No. 1 of 2011, 
to provide for compensation of gender-based 
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violence survivors. In 2019, the fund was al-
located 62,528.02 kwacha, which was disbursed 
to 237 beneficiaries, of which 52 were male and 
185 were female.105

2. Legal and administrative measures, including 
training of officials in the criminal justice sys-
tem, as well as setting up and strengthening 
gender units in various departments, including 
criminal investigation, prosecution and proba-
tion, to ensure justice for VAW survivors. 

3. Engaging traditional, faith and cultural leaders 
in addressing negative social norms and harmful 
practices; establishment of the Council of Tradi-
tional Leaders of Africa at regional and national 
levels, including in Malawi, Uganda and Zambia, 
and pledges by traditional and faith leaders to 
end child marriage and FGM in Africa.

4. Adoption and strengthening of multisectoral 
responses and referral pathways in the preven-
tion of and response to VAW, including access 
to quality essential services. Rwanda’s Isange 
One-Stop Centre has served as a good practice 
adopted in other countries.

5. Some countries such as Burundi, South Af-
rica and Zambia have established survivor/
victim-friendly special courts for fast-tracking 
sexual offence trials. Others such as Kenya 
have enacted legislation with special measures 
for handling perpetrators of sexual violence. 

For example, under Kenya’s Sexual Offences 
Regulations (2008), the Registrar of the High 
Court is required to maintain a Register of 
Convicted Sexual Offenders containing detailed 
particulars of the offender, the offence he was 
convicted for, and the date of such conviction. 
The register should also indicate the age of the 
victim and any relationship with the offender. 
The regulations also empower a prosecutor in 
any criminal proceedings to apply to court to 
declare a person convicted of a sexual offence 
a dangerous offender. Once a person is so 
declared, the court shall order that the person 
shall be under the supervision of a government 
agency – for example, the prisons department, 
the police, the probation office or the children’s 
department.106

6. Political and community advocacy campaigns 
utilizing mass media and newer technolo-
gies, including initiatives for the prevention of 
technology-related violence against women 
and girls; campaigns to change male behaviour 
and include men in programmes to prevent and 
eliminate VAW.

Challenges  

Despite these strategies, there has been no recorded 
significant decline in the incidence of VAW. Chal-
lenges include the following:

South Sudan: Women are key players in conflict

Women are intricately linked to and are part of many of the drivers and 
manifestations of communal conflict in South Sudan. Not only are women 
and children more likely to be victims of violence, but issues closely related to 
women are among the most prominent drivers of intercommunal violence in 
the country today, such as cattle raiding to pay for high dowries, land disputes 
around inheritance laws that prohibit the passage of land to women, and tensions 
surrounding marriage. Despite this, women remain under-represented and 
removed from peacebuilding efforts and peace processes at the community level, 
and this lack of engagement demonstrates a clear failure to recognize their roles 
in contributing to violence and peace. Source: South Sudan Beijing+25 report, p. 24
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1. The negative patriarchal sociocultural and 
religious norms and practices that underlie the 
social acceptance of VAW and promote notions 
of male superiority and their power-cum-
responsibility to “protect” and discipline women 
are still prevalent in the ESAR. The 2016 Demo-
graphic and Household Survey in Uganda found 
that 60 per cent of the survivors of physical and 
sexual violence reported that the perpetrator 
was their spouse/intimate partner or an ex-
spouse/partner.107 Public awareness campaigns 
convey the message that VAW is against the 
law, but have not adequately transformed the 
patriarchal beliefs, attitudes and behaviours 
that perpetuate VAW.

2. Legal reforms that criminalize different forms 
of VAW have not been backed by the necessary 
reforms of police and judicial handling of VAW 
cases. Inadequate investment in infrastructure 
for post-reporting survivor support, including 
psychosocial services for survivors and their 
families, together with the absence of ac-
countability mechanisms for police and local 
government leaders, are major challenges to a 
comprehensive VAW response strategy. 

3. Survivors of VAW, especially of intimate-partner 
violence, face social stigma and a lack of fam-
ily support, which discourage reporting and the 
pursuit of justice and services.

4. Young women and persons with disability have 
special vulnerabilities to VAW in homes, com-
munities and institutions of higher learning. 

5. Humanitarian crises, violent conflict, climate 
change, trafficking, violent extremism and new 
technologies, coupled with consistent failure 
to effectively protect women and girls, have all 
contributed to VAW in the region.

2.3.5 Women, Peace and Security

Progress 

The ESAR is home to countries that have experienced 
protracted conflict over the past two decades, with 
South Sudan and Somalia contributing the larg-
est numbers of refugees and internally displaced 

people. The region also hosts the largest number of 
refugees and internally displaced people, the major-
ity of whom are women and children.108

FIGURE 5

Host countries for South Sudan refugees109

FIGURE 6

Host countries for DRC refugees

FIGURE 7

Host countries for Somalia refugees
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While it is important to note that 
conflicts have regional dimensions 
with impacts that call for coordinated 
solutions, the changing nature of 
conflict identified in the national 
reviews (terrorism, violent extremism 
and fundamentalism), means that 
women’s experience of conflict is also 
changing. 

The national reports do not reflect much on these 
changing dynamics. Several countries have experi-
enced cyclical political and election-related violence 
resulting in humanitarian crises.110

The inclusion of women in peace, conflict resolution 
and post-conflict reconstruction processes has a 
positive impact on sustainable peace and develop-
ment. The women, peace and security agenda 
– grounded in human rights, fully embedded in secu-
rity discourses and national development plans, and 
backed by 11 UN Security Council resolutions111 – is 
still the least implemented framework among those 
that promote gender equality. That the UN Security 
Council has passed 11 resolutions on the issue of 
women’s inclusion in peace and political processes 
signifies the importance of including women and 
mainstreaming gender perspectives in peace and 
security discourses and processes. 

Eight ESAR countries had developed National Action 
Plans for the implementation of UN Security Council 
1325 by the end of 2019, as indicated in Table 2. 

Uganda reported a shift from a strategy driven 
by the central government to one focused on the 
promotion of a peaceful society. As a result, local 
governments have developed and are implement-
ing peace plans, with the support of civil society 
organizations.113 Additionally, Uganda has adopted 
affirmative action measures in the recruitment of 
soldiers. At least 10 per cent of recruits must be 
women.114 Ethiopia has created a Ministry of Peace, 
which is currently headed by a woman minister. The 
country has also registered increased participation of 
women in different sections of its peace and security 
agencies, including the armed forces and police.115 

South Africa saw female participation in the defence 
forces increase from 24 per cent in 2010 to 30 per 
cent in 2015.116

In addition to the NAPs, the 12-member Interna-
tional Conference on the Great Lakes Region adopted 
a Regional Action Plan in 2012 and has updated it 
for the period 2018–2023.117 Angola, Burundi, 
Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, South Sudan, Tanzania 
and Zambia are member states of the conference. 
The Southern African Development Community is 
currently implementing its Regional Strategy on 
Women, Peace and Security (2018–2022), which is 
designed to promote the participation of women 
and children in peace and conflict resolution pro-
cesses, programmes and activities.118 Similarly, the 
East African Community adopted the East African 
Community Regional Framework on UNSCR 1325 
(2015–2019) for the mainstreaming of gender 
perspectives into the region’s peace and security 
initiatives and the protection of the rights of women 
and girls in conflict and post-conflict situations.119 
Given the emergence of Regional Action Plans, the 
African Union has called for shifting the emphasis 
on NAPs to the acknowledgement and support of 
different variations of policies, strategies and plans 
(including national/regional development plans) 
through which countries choose to implement the 
objectives of UNSC resolutions on women, peace 
and security.120

Country Year of 
Adoption

1 Uganda 2008

2 Rwanda 2009

3 Burundi 2012

4 South Sudan 2015

5 Kenya 2016

6 Angola 2017

7 Mozambique 2018

8 Namibia 2019

TABLE 2

ESAR countries that have adopted NAPs for 
UNSC Resolution 1325112

Source: Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom
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Challenges

However, and despite the achievements in a few 
countries, issues of women’s agency in conflict pre-
vention and resolution do not appear to be a priority, 
despite the publicity given to UNSCR 1325 (and re-
lated subsequent resolutions) on women, peace and 
security. By the end of 2019, only eight countries in 
the ESAR had NAPs on UNSCR 1325 (Table 2). The lack 
of dedicated funding for the implementation of NAPs 
and a general lack of political will and commitment 
to the women, peace and security agenda mean that 
the impacts of the NAPs are difficult to ascertain. In 
the words of UN Women’s Executive Director, action 
“…is too slow, political will is not strong enough and 
pushback against the needs and interests of women 

is threatening the progress made…We still live in a 
world that tolerates and excuses women’s continued 
exclusion from peace and political processes and 
institutions.”121

2.3.6 Women, Decision Making and 
Power

The notion of participation is located within the 
overarching framework of democracy, human rights 
and gender equality. Central to participation is the 
notion of the “active and meaningful inclusion” of 
women as full citizens and as decision makers in 
public and private sector institutions and in politi-
cal, economic and peace processes. Participation in 

Country Legislated Quota Administrative Voluntary Party Quota

1 Angola √

2 Burundi √

3 Botswana √

4 Ethiopia √

5 Kenya √

6 Djibouti √

7 Eritrea √

8 Eswatini √

9 Lesotho √

10 Mauritius √ (subnational)

11 Mozambique √

12 Namibia √ (subnational) √

13 Rwanda √

14 Somalia x x x

15 South Africa √ (subnational) √

16 South Sudan √

17 Tanzania √ √

18 Uganda √

19 Zambia x x x

20 Zimbabwe √ √

TABLE 3

ESAR countries with quotas for women’s representation123

Source: International IDEA
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FIGURE 8

Proportion of women in parliament in ESAR countries

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union

Photo: UN Women
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decision-making processes, particularly in public 
affairs, acknowledges and values women’s expertise, 
experiences and perspectives. It is a tool of empow-
erment and is an imperative in all the BPfA critical 
areas of concern. The national reports reveal signifi-
cant progress in women’s representation in politics. 

Progress

In terms of women’s participation in politics and 
leadership, below are the discernible regional trends:

1. Legislative and policy frameworks – All countries 
have adopted legislation and policies that pro-
mote and facilitate the participation of women 
in politics and other decision-making positions. 
They include national constitutions, electoral 
laws, gender policies and other sector-specific 
policies. According to the Inter-Parliamentary 
Union, Burundi, Djibouti, Eritrea, Kenya, Lesotho, 
Rwanda, Somalia, South Sudan, Eswatini, Tanza-
nia, Uganda and Zimbabwe have reserved seats 
for women in parliament.122

2. The numbers are improving – As of November 
2019, 5 of the 23 ESAR countries were among 
the 25 countries that have the highest women’s 
representation in parliament globally.124 Almost 
half of the countries in the region (43.48 per 

cent) have at least 30 per cent female repre-
sentation in parliament.125 The Comoros and 
Eswatini, however, fall below 10 per cent repre-
sentation, at 6.2 and 7.25 per cent respectively. 
There are more women in cabinet, with some 
countries achieving parity (50 per cent in Ethio-
pia, Rwanda and South Africa). The judiciary is 
also witnessing an increase in the numbers of 
women. Rwanda and Mauritius, for example, 
reported that 49.7 and 47 per cent respectively 
of high court judges are women, with numbers 
increasing faster at the magistrates’ level of the 
judiciary.   

3. Overall, women in parliament, cabinet and the 
judiciary are assuming and excelling in non-
traditional positions of responsibility, including 
ministries of foreign affairs, internal affairs, 
defence, justice, trade and industry, transport, 
and economic planning.126 Ethiopia was the only 
country with a female President at the time of 
reporting. The percentage of women serving in 
judiciaries as judges, magistrates and registrars 
has increased exponentially, and the region now 
boasts four of Africa’s five women Chief Justices 
(Ethiopia, Zambia, Seychelles and Lesotho). 
For the first time in Ethiopia’s history, women 
occupy top leadership positions: President of 
the Federal Republic, President of the Supreme 

Country Parliamentary Chamber Date of Appointment

Eswatini Senate 2018

Ethiopia House of the Federation 2018

Lesotho Senate 2017

Madagascar National Assembly 2019

Malawi National Assembly 2019

Mozambique Assembly of the Republic 2020

Rwanda Chamber of Deputies 2013

South Africa National Assembly 2019

Uganda Parliament 2011

Zimbabwe Senate 2018

TABLE 4

ESAR countries with female Speakers of Parliament127
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Court and Chair of the National Electoral Board. 
Women have been elected as Speakers of Parlia-
ment, as indicated in Table 4.

4. Women’s representation is much lower at the 
subnational (provincial, district, municipality, 
village) governance level. Rwanda, for instance, 
reported female representation among town 
mayors at 27 per cent, and just 16.1 per cent 
among heads of sectors.128 South Africa and 
Uganda reported 41 per cent female representa-
tion in local government. 

5. Women are accessing leadership positions in 
the private sector, albeit at a much slower pace. 
South Africa reports that women comprised 
22.3 per cent of senior management in 2018,129 
while only 19.8 per cent of board members for 
major companies in Kenya are women.130 There 
do not appear to be concerted efforts to priori-
tize the promotion of women’s decision making 
and leadership in the private sector. 

6. The progress reported across the region is 
largely due to the implementation of quotas 

and mixed-member representation provisions 
in national constitutions and political party laws 
and policies.131 Where legislation does not pro-
vide for gender quotas or where constitutional 
quota laws are not implemented, the percent-
age of representation is lower than the global 
average of 24.5 per cent.  

7. Women-focused mentorship and training 
contributed to the progress made. The trainings 
covered diverse areas, including leadership, deci-
sion making, public speaking and political cam-
paigns.132 Most of the countries commended 
the role of women’s non-governmental organi-
zations in supporting women’s participation in 
politics and other positions of power.

Country Report Period Report on Maputo 
Protocol

Substantive Report 
on Women under 

Article 18(3)

1 Angola 2011–2016 √

2 Eritrea 1999–2016

3 Mauritius 2016–2019 √

4 Ethiopia 2008–2013139 √

5 Kenya 2008–2014 √

6 Lesotho 2001–2017 √

7 Malawi 2015–2019 √

8 Namibia 2011–2014 √

9 Rwanda 2009–2016 √

10 South Africa 2003–2014 √

11 Uganda 2006–2012140 √

12 Zimbabwe 2007–2017 √

TABLE 5

Countries that submitted periodic reports on women’s human rights to the African 
Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights 2014–2019138

Source: African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights

50:50
African National Congress gender 

parity policy on nominations
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Country Periodic Report Submission Date

1 Angola Sixth 7/11/2017

2 Botswana Fourth 21/11/2017

3 Burundi Fifth and sixth 8/6/2015

4 Eritrea Fifth 5/3/2019

5 Eswatini Eighth 21/11/2017

6 Kenya Eighth 3/3/2016

7 Madagascar Sixth and seventh 24/1/2014

8 Malawi Seventh 4/7/2014

9 Mozambique Third–fifth 22/3/2018

10 Rwanda Seventh–ninth 13/7/2015

11 South Africa Fifth 9/5/2019

12 Tanzania Seventh and eighth 10/11/2014

13 Zimbabwe Sixth 6/12/2018

TABLE 6

ESAR countries that submitted CEDAW reports 2014–2019 

Source: Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights

Challenges

1. Entrenched negative social norms, attitudes 
and practices, particularly on leadership and 
power, militate against women’s participation 
in politics and positions of power. As a result, 
the presence of many women in parliament and 
local government has only been possible due 
to affirmative action measures. Even women 
who have excelled in powerful positions find it 
difficult to overcome the gendered and discrimi-
natory attitudes of political parties and voters 
to successfully contest for open constituency 
seats. This is despite the substantial numbers 
of women voters. The potential for affirmative 
action seats acting as a channel for new en-
trants into politics, including young women, as 
seasoned women “graduate” into constituency 
seats, is stymied, resulting in the stagnation of 
numbers and demotivation of young women. 

2. There are inadequate practical and sustained 
measures for transforming negative social 

attitudes. Most countries have laws and policies 
in place. The challenge is in crafting innovative, 
popularly acceptable, sustained campaigns to 
translate the laws into reality.

3. Despite the increased representation of women 
in politics and decision making in ESAR, there 
still exist institutional, social, economic and 
cultural barriers that constrain women’s effec-
tive participation. Political parties have been 
slow to democratize their nomination rules and 
internal practices, which are the entry points for 
women into politics. In South Africa, the ruling 
African National Congress has a 50:50 gender 
parity policy on nominations. However, in the 
2019 general elections, the party disregarded 
this policy with respect to the nomination of 
premiers in regions where they hold majority 
seats. The reversals, however slight, in nomina-
tion and selection processes, while not yet a 
trend, should be a cause for concern. 
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2.3.7 The Promotion and Protection of 
the Human Rights of Women 

Progress

All countries in the ESAR have constitutional guar-
antees of women’s equality before the law.133 Apart 
from Somalia, they have ratified CEDAW, which 
defines gender discrimination and the obligations 
of states parties towards the achievement of gen-
der equality and the elimination of discrimination 
against women. At least 42 countries in Africa have 
also ratified the Maputo Protocol. Each country com-
mits to submit periodic reports of the legislative, 
judicial, administrative or other measures taken 
to give effect to CEDAW.134 The binding nature of 
CEDAW gives women and their movements the right 
to demand for its implementation. Although CEDAW 
does not provide for the elimination of violence 
against women and girls, the Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women, set 
up to monitor its implementation, has issued several 
General Comments clarifying that violence against 
women is a form of discrimination and outlining 
the obligation of states to prevent violence against 
women and punish perpetrators.135

Additionally, most countries have ratified the Pro-
tocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (Maputo 
Protocol),136 which commits states parties to take 

all measures necessary to eliminate discrimina-
tion against women and to “…integrate a gender 
perspective in their policy decisions, legislation, de-
velopment plans, programmes and activities…”137 It 
details wide-ranging and substantive human rights 
of women in their diversity, coupled with binding ob-
ligations, including periodic reporting to and review 
by the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights.
 
It is worth noting that 12 countries submitted 
their periodic reports to the African Commission 
on Human and Peoples’ Rights during the period 
under review. Seven of these included in the report 
a specific section detailing progress made in the 
implementation of the Maputo Protocol.141

Kenya and Mauritius reported on women’s 
human rights under Article 18(3) of the 
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights, which mandates states parties 
to “…ensure the elimination of every 
discrimination against women and also 
ensure the protection of the rights of 
the woman and the child as stipulated 
in international declarations and 
conventions.”142

Ethiopia: Risk management instead of disaster management

Ethiopia has adopted a national policy and strategy document on Disaster Risk 
Management (DRM) in 2013 that was implemented throughout the period under 
review. The policy, which focuses on the management of risk rather than crisis, 
takes disaster resilience as a new approach for comprehensive and inclusive 
disaster risk management in pre, during [sic] and post disaster phases. A guideline 
for mainstreaming disaster risks into development planning has also been 
introduced. Gender has been integrated as a cross-cutting issue mainstreaming 
it in all DRM activities in the policy, which has laid [the] foundation for gender-
sensitive disaster risk reduction approaches and reasserted the commitment of 
the government for further action. Source: Ethiopia Beijing+25 report, p. 49
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During the same period, 13 countries submitted 
their reports to the Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination against Women, as Table 6 shows.

Challenges

Despite all countries reporting on the creation of 
enabling legal and institutional infrastructure for 
gender equality, achieving women’s empowerment 
is still a work in progress across the ESAR. Legal 
pluralism, with the resulting lack of harmonization 
between statutory and customary law applicable to 

personal law regimes, is a major barrier to gender 
equality and the ability of many women to take 
advantage of government policies and programmes. 

In some country contexts, discrimination in marriage 
and property regimes is embedded in law; in all 
cases, entrenched patriarchy and gender stereotypes 
make it difficult to transform state, community and 
family institutions to embrace women’s rights and 
empowerment. Gender inequality in citizenship 
laws remains, and abortion is criminalized rather 
than being addressed in the context of sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.

2.3.8 Women and Management of 
Natural Resources and the Environment

Progress

Many countries in the ESAR are experiencing climate 
change–related weather phenomena, including 
prolonged drought, rising temperatures, floods, 
landslides and unpredictable rainfall patterns.143 
The 2019 cyclones Idai and Kenneth, which hit Zim-
babwe, Mozambique and parts of Malawi, caused 
massive flooding, loss of life and destruction of 

Target Country Number of Deals Total Hectares

2012 2016 2012 2016

Rwanda 1 7 3,100 111,130

Uganda 7 22 121,512 153,155

Zimbabwe 2 7 201,171 354,449

Zambia 8 33 273,413 1,163,596

Malawi 7 8 310,147 75,952

Kenya 13 10 633,500 213,387

Tanzania 55 41 1,324,475 504,483

Mozambique 103 94 2,190,473 3,093,785

Madagascar 39 18 3,779,741 757,264

Ethiopia 71 96 4,748,753 2,639,632

TABLE 7

Large-scale land acquisitions in East and southern Africa150

Source: J. Ahikire, 2016

In Kenya, 80% of 
the population use 

biomass fuels
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property, including homes, on a large scale.144 The 
negative impacts are being felt in food security, 
health, livelihoods and the productive sectors of the 
economy such as agriculture, electricity generation 
and manufacturing. Women are affected as produc-
ers and as carers at household and community levels. 
Countries’ responses vary. Several countries focus on 
mitigation strategies, including conservation farm-
ing, agroforestry and water-saving approaches.145 
South Africa has prioritized (among other initiatives) 
research and evidence-based advocacy to show the 
gender perspectives of climate change and envi-
ronmental issues such as industrial pollution. It has 
supported women to take leadership positions in the 
implementation of climate adaptation initiatives.146 
Ethiopia, on the other hand, made a strategic choice 
to mainstream risk management in its development 
planning (see box). This approach calls for a critical 
assessment of each development policy, programme 
and financing mechanism to assess (and respond to) 
the extent to which it contributes to the reduction of 
existing disaster- and climate change–related risks, 
while reducing its potential to generate new risks.

Countries are also implementing measures to pro-
mote a strong women’s role in the management of 
natural resources. Uganda, for instance, has adopted 
and is implementing the National Strategy and Ac-
tion Plan for Gender Mainstreaming in the Oil and 
Gas Sector (2016) to ensure women’s participation 
in the sector while reducing any potential negative 
impacts of the sector’s operations on women and 
girls. In its national and sanitation management 
strategy, Uganda monitors annually the “percentage 
of Water and Sanitation Committees/Boards with at 
least one woman holding a key position”.147 Zimba-
bwe’s interesting approach is to support a women’s 
cooperative, the Federation of National Associations 
of Women in Business in Eastern and Southern 
Africa (FEMCOM), established in 2016, as the vehicle 
for women’s participation in agriculture, fisheries, 
industry, energy, tourism and mining.148 FEMCOM 
now has 2 million members.

Challenges

1. The inadequate capacity (technical, financial and 
institutional) and political will of most countries 

to implement sustained climate-resilient and 
adaptation strategies is the most important 
challenge. This is coupled with an equally inad-
equate capacity to plan for or respond to climate 
emergencies, including providing emergency 
relief supplies to resettle affected populations. 
The continued use of biomass fuel for domestic 
and small-scale manufacturing negatively 
impacts efforts to protect the environment. 
Uganda, for instance, reports that 90 per cent 
of the population uses biomass fuel, while in 
Kenya the number is 80 per cent.149

2. The ESAR has witnessed large-scale land acqui-
sitions by commercial enterprises, as well as 
smaller-scale land transactions by wealthy in-
dividuals, resulting in displacement and forced 
evictions. Table 7 highlights the magnitude of 
the problem.

Such evictions, often with no compensation due to 
opaque rights under traditional land tenure on pub-
lic and titled land, have negatively affected women’s 
access to and control of land, deprived them of liveli-
hoods and the capacity to provide for their families, 
and tipped them into extreme poverty. In Uganda, 
evictions have occurred to make way for oil explora-
tion and exploitation in Hoima District. In 2018, tens 
of thousands of people were evicted from the Mau 
Forest in central Kenya according to Human Rights 
Watch.151 Forced evictions are usually accompanied 
by the use of violence, destruction of property and 
increased vulnerability of women and girls to sexual 
attacks.

Only 22% of 
Tanzanian media 

personnel are 
women
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2.3.9 Women’s Access to and 
Participation in the Media 

Progress

Most countries did not prioritize or report on women 
and the media, despite its strategic importance in 
the transformation of social attitudes and norms. 
There has been a gradual increase of women in 
traditional media such as radio, newspaper and 
television, especially with the exponential growth 
of community radio stations. However, there is a 
significant gender imbalance at the management 
level. For instance, in Zimbabwe there were only 7 
women in senior editorial positions at the country’s 
leading newspaper group (Zimpapers), compared 
to 51 men. Similarly, at Zimbabwe Broadcasting 
Holdings, out of the 227 editorial managers, only 
63 were women.152 In Kenya, the Code of Conduct 
established under the Media Council Act 2013 re-
quires journalists to report on and portray women 
and children objectively and without stereotypical 
bias.153 Rwanda adopted a media policy in 2014 and 
a strategy for mainstreaming gender in the media 
sector (2013) as a framework for ensuring the fair 
and equitable portrayal of women in the media.154 
Women participating in media organizations have 
contributed not only to promoting women-centred 
news and feature stories and reducing negative ste-
reotypes, but they have also supported government 
and women’s rights organizations in raising the 
profile of and public awareness on various women’s 
rights issues.

With the advent of mobile telecommunication, more 
women, especially young women, have access to 
and are active participants in the media, including 
social media. Women are using these technologies 
to access bigger markets, sustain direct communica-
tion with customers, and establish their financial 
inclusion. Such technologies are also an avenue for 
policy engagement. Women’s media associations 
and networks play an important role in advocacy, 
training and networking support to women in the 
media. Such institutions include the Tanzania 
Media Women’s Association and the Uganda Media 
Women’s Association.

Challenges

1. Women remain under-represented in the me-
dia, particularly in decision-making positions. In 
Tanzania, only 22 per cent of media personnel 
are women.155 As stated by the Government of 
Rwanda, “Only 24.5% of accredited journalists 
are female, and women constitute just 14.1% of 
owners or managers of media houses. The per-
centage of women in decision-making positions 
in the media governing bodies varies between 
28.5% and 50%.”156

2. Negative stereotyping of women in the media 
remains a challenge, despite the progress noted 
above. 

3. Inadequate access to the media by women and 
girls, particularly in rural areas due to the unavail-
ability of service or high cost, deprives women of 
avenues for learning and participation in public 
affairs, including dialogue on development and 
governance issues. The ascendancy of social me-
dia as an important avenue for public discourse 
and the predominance of foreign languages 
as the medium of discourse are marginalizing 
large sections of the population, particularly 
women and girls.157

Mozambique’s new legal 
minimum age for marriage

18
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2.3.10 Protection of the Girl Child 

Achievements

The 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 
recognized the rights of the girl child158 as a stand-
alone critical area. It also acknowledged that issues 
of concern to girls cut across all 12 critical areas 
of concern of the BPfA. In this regard, the need to 
address child, early and forced marriage was high-
lighted, in recognition of its compounding impact 
on poverty and gender inequality. Early marriage 
deprives girls of the ability to access educational 
and economic opportunities and negotiating power 
regarding sex, family planning and resource alloca-
tion. It contributes to early pregnancy, high fertility 
rates, fistula and exposure to different forms of vio-
lence.159 The 2014 Bejiing+20 global review showed 
that more than one in three women worldwide were 
married before the age of 18.160

Inclusive and multi-dimensional approaches are 
being adopted in the region in a bid to end child mar-
riage. In the Kingdom of Eswatini, marriage below the 
age of 18 is prohibited by law. Mozambique adopted 
the National Child Policy 2015 and the National Plan 

of Action and National Standards Guidelines for 
Services and Programmes for Vulnerable Children in 
2016. The country is also implementing the Strategy 
to End Child Marriage (2016–2021).161 Tanzania’s 
Education Policy 2014 introduces free education 
at primary and secondary school levels, thereby 
removing one of the impediments to girls’ education 
(school fees).162 Tanzania has also removed value-
added tax on sanitary pads to increase their afford-
ability, thereby keeping girls in school.163

UN Women and its partners, including the African 
Union, have mobilized nearly 400 traditional and re-
ligious leaders as agents of transformation who can 
address these harmful practices. Following a series of 
consultations, the AU Champion against Child Mar-
riage, HE President Edgar Lungu of Zambia, launched 
the Council of Traditional Leaders of Africa. The coun-
cil aims to stop cultural and traditional norms and 
practices that discriminate against women and girls, 
especially child marriage and FGM. 

In Lesotho, community courts have been established 
to deal with issues of early marriage. The country 
continues to implement, in partnership with 
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women’s rights organizations, a national campaign 
against early marriage.164 In Mozambique, the 
government has enacted legislation setting the 
minimum age for marriage at 18, thereby removing 
a loophole in Mozambican family law that made it 
possible for children to marry at 16 with the consent 
of their parents. In Ethiopia, religious leaders took 
the initiative to introduce an Islamic decree/fatwa 
to end FGM and child marriage. In Tanzania, advo-
cacy spearheaded by traditional leaders resulted in 
a proclamation on early, forced and child marriage. 
In Uganda, a local Parliament in Kooli discusses and 
identifies solutions to child marriage. In Zambia, 
community by-laws were introduced to eliminate 
child marriage.

Challenges 

ESAR countries face significant challenges in efforts 
to protect the rights of the girl child, as indicated 
below: 

1. Despite improved enrolment and completion 
rates for girls at primary school level, transi-
tioning to secondary and tertiary institutions 
remains a big challenge. Inadequate infrastruc-
ture and services for menstrual sanitation, 
unintended pregnancy and early marriage 
contribute to the dropout rates. In Kenya, child 
marriage affects nearly one in four girls.165 Inad-
equate public investment in education have had 
negative implications for the quality of educa-
tion received by pupils – both boys and girls.

2. Negative sociocultural norms and practices 
continue to perpetuate discrimination against 
and violations of the rights of the girl child. Girls, 
particularly in rural and poor households, carry 
unequal burdens of domestic chores and care 
work when compared to male peers. Male pref-
erence is widespread in education, inheritance 
and leadership opportunities.166

3. Children, particularly girl children, are subjected 
to child labour on farms, in mines and stone 

Photo: UN Women
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quarries, and in homes as domestic workers. In 
its 2016 report to the Committee on the Rights 
of the Child, Angola indicated that girls working 
on farms are often exposed to the risk of sexual 
violence and other forms of abuse.167

4. While there are advantages resulting from 
widespread access to and use of ICT by young 
girls, such technology (including mobile tele-
phones and social media) has increased the 
vulnerability to sexual exploitation of the girl 
child through pornography and trafficking.168
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PART 3
CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
3.1 Emerging Regional Trends 

In 2014 during the Beijing+20 regional review, African countries articulated the pri-
orities and enablers of gender equality: education; legal and policy frameworks; voice 
and agency expressed in participation and leadership in the public, corporate, com-
munity and private spheres; and well-resourced coordination and implementation 
mechanisms. Countries of the ESAR made some progress in implementing the BPfA, 
as outlined in Part 2 above. Gender-responsive budgeting has proved to be an effective 
strategy in advancing gender equality goals, as has the willingness of national leaders 
to embrace and promote policies that ensure equal opportunities for women. 

There is broad agreement on the most pervasive bar-
rier – entrenched patriarchal social norms, attitudes, 
structures and institutions that propagate and 
enable discrimination, including violence against 
women and girls. Inadequate political will to adopt, 
resource and implement sustained campaigns for 
the transformation of these negative social norms 
makes the attainment of gender equality and the 
empowerment of women in all 12 critical areas of 
concern of the BPfA slow, with minimal impact in 
some, including ending VAW. There is an urgent 
need to address and transform social norms and 
gender stereotypes to advance gender equality in 
the communities in which women live. Meaningful 
progress on women’s empowerment will require 
the structural and systemic change of the social 
institutions and patriarchal norms (social, religious, 
cultural) that govern gender relations in society.

The close linkage between education, sexual and 
reproductive health and rights, access to and control 
of productive resources, and poverty has compli-
cated efforts towards the empowerment of women. 
Countries cannot choose to prioritize the economic 

empowerment of women without investing in 
education, health, land reforms and the elimination 
of VAW. Without this approach, economic structures 
and policies will continue to further marginalize 
women. 

Even in countries with high economic growth rates, 
national development and economic frameworks 
have increased inequalities and worsened the depri-
vation of marginalized groups of women and girls, 
such as those working in insecure and unprotected 
labour situations; women with multiple care bur-
dens; and refugee, displaced and migrant women. 
Women’s impoverishment is intrinsically linked to 
intersecting discriminations and violations of their 
human rights and dignity – for example, exclusion 
from decision making, gender-based violence, and 
lack of access to justice and socio-economic services 
such as health, education, credit, markets and pro-
ductive resources.

In the education sphere, the progress made has not 
substantively increased women’s employment or 
leadership in the private economic sector or reduced 
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occupational segregation. The gender gap in tertiary 
institutions of higher learning and in STEM is large. 
Over 80 per cent of the population in Ethiopia, 
Malawi and Uganda lives in rural areas, while the 
proportion in Kenya, Rwanda and the Tanzania is 
estimated to be 65–75 per cent.169 Since the majority 
of women live in rural areas, relevant skills training 
and early enrolment in STEM subjects can be a key 
component in rural transformation, reducing occu-
pational segregation and breaking the barriers that 
hinder women’s and girls’ equality in all spheres of 
life.

Violent conflict, climate change, trafficking, violent 
extremism, technology-assisted violence against 
women and other marginalizing factors advanced 
by criminal enterprises compound the incidence and 
egregious nature of violence against women, with 
far-reaching impacts on their health, livelihoods, 
rights and freedoms. Additionally, women have lim-
ited access to justice, including adequate remedies 
and reparations for crimes committed against them. 
Formal justice systems are inaccessible to many 
women, and the justice gap is growing. Traditional 
systems of justice are not gender sensitive or respon-
sive to women’s needs, but in most cases these are 
the only systems available to women. 

A challenge to the implementation of the BPfA com-
mitments that runs through the national reports is 
the lack of reliable sex-, age- and disability-disag-
gregated data; relevant knowledge; gender analysis 
skills; and sufficient financial resources for the 
implementation of policies and strategies for GEWE.  

Many countries are in the process of implementing 
impressive national development plans, the majority 
of which are set in planning periods of five to ten 
years. The pressure on resources cannot be underes-
timated, especially considering major infrastructure 
priorities. The promotion of women’s rights, includ-
ing gender equality, becomes marginalized, despite 
the adoption of gender-mainstreaming strategies 
for almost all sectors. Gender machineries remain 
under-resourced. It becomes critical, therefore, that 
gender-responsive budgeting be prioritized as a 
strategy to ensure attention to GEWE outcomes and 

commitments made in the frameworks currently 
being implemented (BPfA, SDGs, AU Agenda 2063, 
Maputo Protocol, revised 2016 SADC Protocol on 
Gender and Development170 and national develop-
ment plans). 

As regards setbacks to implementation, although 
violent conflict has considerably reduced in the 
region, violence against women and girls in conflict 
and post-conflict environments blocked the achieve-
ment of GEWE outcomes in major critical areas 
of concern in a few countries (for example, Sudan, 
South Sudan and Somalia). The livelihoods, safety, 
security, health and education of women and girls, 
including refugees and IDPs, are disrupted and often 
obliterated. Impacts of climate change and natural 
disasters are not gender neutral and present devas-
tating setbacks to GEWE as well.  

3.2 Looking Forward: Priorities 
for Accelerating Progress in 
2020–2025

The top five ESAR 2020–2025 priorities identified in 
the country Beijing+25 reports for accelerating prog-
ress for women and girls are poverty eradication, 
quality education, participation in decision making, 
access to quality health care, and elimination of 
VAW.171 This section presents some suggestions that 
might be helpful for countries and their partners as 
they focus on achieving progress in the above priority 
areas. As a caution, the complexity and diversity of 
the challenges encountered in implementing GEWE 
strategies across the ESAR make it unlikely that one 
size fits all.

3.2.1 Key Messages and Suggested 
Actions

On Negative Social Norms, Attitudes and 
Structures

The transformation of patriarchal social norms, at-
titudes and practices must begin at the household 
level and scale up to the community and national 
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level. Initiatives that have the potential for funda-
mental change are those that are founded on an ap-
preciation of the complexity and emotive nature of 
the goal and process that result from cultural and 
religious identity issues. It is imperative for such 
initiatives to actively involve cultural, religious and 
community leaders; they require financial invest-
ment on a sustained basis. 

Suggested actions:

1. Continue the emerging work with traditional, 
cultural and religious leaders to transform 
social norms and societal institutions, attitudes 
and behaviours that discriminate against and 
oppress women. Initiatives with Council of 
Traditional Leaders of Africa members should be 
expanded and profiled as good examples.

2. Expand strategic interventions and the visibility 
of male champions to transform and eradicate 
negative masculinities and change behaviour 
and gender stereotypes. 

3. Mainstream the transformation of negative 
norms and practices and positive masculinities 
across all sectors, particularly education, health 
and economic development.

4. Document and disseminate transformation in 
real time to affirm those involved in positive 
change, convey the message that change is pos-
sible, and build momentum.

On Inadequate Gender Machineries and 
Funding 

Gender machineries are under-resourced in the ESAR 
and in most parts of the world. While the advocacy 
for strengthened capacities of gender machineries 
(financial, technical, institutional and political) must 
continue, it is necessary to ensure that all ministries, 
departments and agencies are accountable for 
GEWE. They need to adequately plan for, resource, 
implement, monitor and report on GEWE within 
their respective mandates. Countries are commend-
ed for developing sectoral gender-mainstreaming 
strategies.

Suggested actions:

1. Strengthen and institutionalize GRB in the 
national and local government planning and 
budgeting cycles across the ESAR. National 
gender machineries should commit to docu-
ment and share “what was done and how” to 
facilitate learning from promising approaches. 
The Beijing+25 reports highlight some good 
practices (e.g. Uganda).

2. Strengthen gender analysis expertise and prac-
tical skills in different priority sectors to support 
the translation of sectoral gender-mainstream-
ing strategies. Towards this end, countries 
are encouraged to establish and strengthen 
partnerships with gender and women’s studies 
departments in academic institutions and with 
GEWE activist organizations across sectors and 
women’s diversities (youth, women with dis-
abilities, etc.). The aim should be to enhance the 
capacity of the gender machinery to support 
gender mainstreaming in different ministries, 
departments and agencies.

On Poverty Reduction and the Economic 
Empowerment of Women

The economic empowerment of women is central 
to the achievement of the SDGs and the objectives 
of the BPfA. Making progress in this area requires a 
critical understanding of the factors that define and 
perpetuate poverty and economic marginalization 
for most women. These interlinked and systemic 
factors include adverse social norms, discriminatory 
laws and gaps in legal protection, limited access to 
economic assets, poor labour force participation, 
inadequate enterprise ownership, and the unequal 
and unpaid burden of household work and care.172 It 
is essential that sustained and coordinated actions 
be taken to address all the identified factors.

Suggested actions:

1. Adopt, popularize and utilize the seven drivers 
of change for women’s economic empower-
ment identified by the UN Secretary-General’s 
High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic 
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Empowerment as a framework for planning, 
resourcing, implementation and monitoring 
policies and programmes for women’s economic 
empowerment.

2. Adopt, strengthen and broaden legislative, 
administrative and programmatic measures 
to enhance women’s access to and control of 
productive assets and opportunities, paying 
particular attention to women in special need. 
Countries are encouraged to learn from good 
practices highlighted in the Beijing+25 reports 
(e.g. Ethiopia’s land certification).

3. Recognize and harness the entrepreneurial spirit 
of many of Africa’s youth and recommend the 
scaling up of the “hustle” in ways that provide 
support to young entrepreneurs, an enabling 
environment for their work, and opportunities 
to both create employment and grow sustain-
able businesses.173

4. Expand and implement effective social 
protection measures to provide targeted 
poverty reduction and mitigation support to 
women and girls with special vulnerabilities, 
including those associated with age, health, 

4 LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND

fundamental changes in attitudes and behaviours 
around gender roles, gender violence and outcomes 
like girls’ educational achievements. Positive 
role models can accelerate such changes, with 
examples both from the political sphere (women 
on village councils) and from the corporate world 
(Australia’s Male Champions of Change). Popular 
media — television and radio — should challenge 
rather than reinforce sexist stereotypes about what 

is acceptable and typical for women and men, 
exposing people to different views.

2. Ensuring legal protection and reforming 
discriminatory laws and regulations

Laws reflect society’s expectations for gender roles. 
By guaranteeing equal opportunities and protec-
tions and by removing legal barriers, governments 

Figure 2

Seven primary drivers of women’s economic 
empowerment

Tackling adverse 
norms and promoting 
positive role models

Ensuring legal 
protection and 

reforming 
discriminatory laws 

and regulations

Recognizing, 
reducing and 
redistributing 
unpaid work 

and care

Building assets—Digital, 
financial and property

Changing business 
culture and practice

Improving public 
sector practices in 
employment and 

procurement

Strengthening 
visibility, collective 

voice and 
representation

Informal 
work

Formal sector 
employees

Agriculture Women-owned 
enterprises

FIGURE 8

Drivers for change

Source: Leave No One behind: A Call to Action for Gender Equality and Women’s Economic Empowerment, Report of the UN 
Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment
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disability, displacement, natural disasters and 
geographic remoteness. The measures should 
as much as possible aim to assist the women 
to transition out of poverty towards economic 
empowerment. 

5. Institutionalize time use surveys and analyses 
and use them to inform policies, programmes 
and budget allocations, with the aim of rec-
ognizing and reducing the unequal burden on 
women and girls of unpaid domestic and care 
work.

On Quality Education, Training and Life-long 
Education

The achievement of sustainable quality education 
for girls is dependent on addressing structural 
problems, including limited staff capacity, inad-
equate infrastructure, sexual abuse in institutions 
of learning, and negative gender norms that lead to 
early marriage and unequal work burdens on girls.174 
Countries need to offer education and training that 
is relevant and geared towards increasing girls’ and 
women’s opportunities in well-paying jobs, technol-
ogy, trade and entrepreneurship.

Suggested actions:

1. Adopt, resource and implement measures to 
promote and support more girls to enrol and 
excel in STEM at primary, secondary and tertiary 
levels in both rural and urban schools. 

2. Strengthen measures to improve the retention 
of girls and their course completion across all 
levels of education, including addressing early 
marriage and addressing and punishing sexual 
violence in schools and institutions of higher 
learning.

3. Improve the gender responsiveness of physical 
infrastructure in schools and institutions of 
learning, including the installation of secure 
girls-only water and sanitation facilities. 

4. Remove taxes on sanitary pads and assist 
institutes’ relevant policies and programmes to 
improve the affordability and accessibility of 
sanitary pads, paying attention to rural schools.

5. Provide opportunities for functional literacy 
and life-long learning for all women, including 
marginalized women.

On Participation in Politics, Decision making 
and Power

While the increased numbers of women in decision-
making positions at different levels must be 
celebrated, it is important to acknowledge that the 
underlying patriarchal norms, attitudes and struc-
tures permeate society at all levels. Political parties 
continue to resist fielding women as candidates 
for constituency seats. Male candidates consider it 
an affront for a woman to “dare” compete against 
them. Inequality in career development is pervasive. 
Patriarchy intersects with other factors including 
age, marital status and disability to deepen the 
marginalization of sections of women. Affirmative 
action measures were never intended to act as a ceil-
ing in terms of the number or proportion of women 
in decision-making positions.

Suggested actions:

1. Take deliberate action to increase the participa-
tion of young women and women with disabili-
ties through creating and sustaining platforms 
that are safe, accessible, relevant, inclusive and 
responsive to their participation by recognizing 
and addressing the factors that inhibit their full 
and meaningful participation.

2. Support the creation and functioning of women 
leaders’ networks and support groups at all 
levels as platforms for mutual support and men-
torship among women in power and decision-
making positions.

3. Strengthen civic and voter education initiatives, 
including the partnerships between national 
electoral bodies, national human rights commis-
sions and women’s advocacy organizations, in 
order to expand their reach and GEWE content.

4. Promote and support initiatives for gender 
equality in career growth and support in the 
formal and informal sector.
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On Quality Health Care and Sexual and 
Reproductive Health Services and Rights

ESAR countries are under an obligation to ensure 
women’s enjoyment of the right to health through-
out their lifespan.175 Investment in the strengthen-
ing of the entire health-care system is necessary to 
ensure access to health-related information, services 
and products and to medical care and drugs. 

Suggested actions:

1. Consistently promote the adoption of proven 
strategies and methods for the prevention of 
new HIV infections, including using condoms, 
and strengthen systems to ensure women’s ac-
cess to antiretroviral therapy.

2. Provide free or affordable family planning 
and sexual and reproductive health services, 
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ensuring they reach all women, especially the 
poor and young, to reduce unmet needs for 
contraception and to lower the incidence of 
unintended pregnancies. 

3. Strengthen the response to the health de-
mands, needs and rights of vulnerable and 
disadvantaged girls, boys and women, including 
those with disabilities, older women, sex work-
ers, refugee women and internally displaced 
women.

4. Develop and implement effective strategies for 
community-based health education, support for 
antenatal care, and access to the nearest health 
centre in order to reduce maternal mortality.

5. Adopt urgent measures for accessible cancer 
screening, particularly for breast and cervical 
cancer.

6. Scale up the number of doctors and other health 
professions in all health centres and hospitals 
and engage trained community-level health 
workers and volunteers.

On Violence against Women

Violence against women and girls is intrinsically 
linked to unequal gendered power relations and is 
perpetuated through social, cultural and religious 
structures, including the family. While the exten-
sive legal frameworks enacted in the region are 
commendable and are an important response to 
the elimination of VAW, a more holistic and multi-
pronged approach is necessary.

Suggested actions:

1. Invest in social mobilization and implement 
public awareness campaigns targeting men, 
boys, women, girls and religious, traditional and 
community leaders to eliminate violence against 
women and girls and end human trafficking.

2. Include in school curricula subject areas and 
teaching materials that reinforce the need for 
a more equal society with equal responsibilities 
and rights, and equip pupils and students with 
the life skills to recognize, avoid and prevent 
VAW or seek assistance if it occurs. 

3. Enact and strengthen the enforcement of appro-
priate laws that criminalize all forms of violence 
against women and girls; provide for efficient, 
victim-friendly trials of the perpetrators; and 
provide adequate remedies to the victims. 

4. Invest in the continuing training of law enforce-
ment and judiciary officers and other court users 
in gender-responsible approaches to handling 
different forms of VAW.

5. Strengthen government programmes for 
temporary shelters and other support services, 
including legal aid, psycho-social support and 
livelihood support, for survivors of VAW.

6. Develop, adopt, resource and operationalize 
institutionalized systems for data collection, 
analysis and use regarding different forms of 
VAW, responses to VAW, and impacts on women 
and girls.
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ANNEX
PRIORITIES FOR 2020–
2025 BY COUNTRY

Country Priorities 2020–2025 Priorities 2009–2014

Botswana •	 Economic diversification, prosperity 
and poverty eradication to achieve 
sustainable development

•	 Quality education, training and 
information, 

•	 Political power, democratic 
governance and decision making

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, hygiene, energy, 
transport, communication)

•	 Equality and non-discrimination 
under the law and access to justice

•	 Strengthening women’s participation 
in ensuring environmental 
sustainability

•	 Women and Poverty 

•	 Economic Empowerment of Women

•	 Women in Power and Decision 
Making

•	 Education and Training of Women

•	 Women and Health

•	 Violence against Women and Human 
Rights of Women

•	 The Girl Child

Burundi •	 Elimination of violence against 
women and girls

•	 Eradication of poverty; increase of 
agricultural productivity 

•	 Women’s political participation and 
representation

•	 Gender-sensitive social protection 

•	 Women’s digital and financial 
inclusion

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Poverty eradication, increased 
agricultural productivity and food 
security 

•	 Equality and non-discrimination 
before the law and access to justice 

•	 Education, training and learning for 
women and girls 

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

Comoros •	 Quality of education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Access to health care, including 
sexual and reproductive health and 
rights

•	 Political participation and 
representation

•	 Equality and non‐discrimination 
under the law and access to justice

•	 Elimination of violence against 
women and girls

•	 Quality of education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Poverty reduction, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Elimination of violence against 
women and girls

•	 Access to health care, including 
sexual and reproductive health and 
rights

•	 Political participation and 
representation
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Djibouti •	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Eradication of poverty, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Elimination of violence against 
women and girls

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, hygiene, energy, 
transport, communication)

•	 Participation and political 
representation

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Eradication of poverty, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Elimination of violence against 
women and girls

•	 Access to quality and affordable 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health; ensuring 
that everyone can exercise their 
reproductive rights

•	 Participation and political 
representation

Ethiopia •	 Increasing women’s political 
participation 

•	 Advancing women’s economic 
empowerment 

•	 Basic services 

•	 Enhancing access to social services 

•	 Eliminating violence against women 

•	 Eliminating discriminatory social, 
gender and cultural norms 

•	 Political participation and 
representation

•	 Advancing women’s economic 
empowerment 

•	 Women’s entrepreneurship and 
women’s enterprises

•	 Eliminating violence against women 

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

Kenya •	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Gender-responsive social protection 

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, hygiene, energy, 
transport, communication)

•	 Equality and non-discrimination 
under the law and access to justice

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls 

•	 Gender-responsive social protection

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Women’s entrepreneurship 

•	 Changing negative social norms and 
gender stereotypes 

Madagascar •	 Access to health care and family 
planning

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls 

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls 

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, hygiene, energy, 
transport, communication)

•	 Laws, policies and or programmes, 
including job creation and sustainable 
growth
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Malawi •	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Increasing political participation and 
representation

•	 Changing negative social norms and 
gender stereotypes

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Gender-responsive disaster risk 
reduction and resilience building

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Increasing political participation and 
representation

•	 Women’s entrepreneurship and 
women’s enterprises 

•	 Gender-responsive budgeting 

Mozambique •	 Equality and non-discrimination 
under the law and access to justice

•	 Advancing women’s economic 
empowerment

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, hygiene, energy, 
transport, communication)

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Improvement of institutional 
coordination mechanisms

•	 Monitoring indicators to measure the 
SDGs

•	 Promoting an inclusive education 
system that responds to the 
development needs of women and 
girls

•	 Expanding access to and improving 
the quality of health services

•	 Increased provision of and access 
to water, sanitation, transportation, 
communication and housing

•	 Promoting the participation of 
women in all development processes

Namibia •	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Access to productive resources by 
women, including land; women’s 
economic empowerment

•	 Sexual and reproductive health and 
rights for women and men, with a 
special focus on maternal health and 
HIV/AIDS

•	 Gender, environment and climate 
change

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Political participation and 
representation

•	 Changing negative social norms and 
gender stereotypes

•	 Gender-responsive budgeting
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Rwanda •	 Poverty reduction among women and 
girls

•	 Bridging the gender divide in ICT, 
STEM and TVET 

•	 Eradicating gender-based violence 
and child abuse

•	 Increasing women’s access to 
affordable and reliable sources of 
clean energy

•	 Measures to address unpaid care 
work

•	 Addressing negative gender norms 
and stereotypes

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Political participation and 
representation of women 

•	 Advancing women’s economic 
empowerment 

Seychelles •	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls 

•	 Political participation and 
representation

•	 Equality and non-discrimination 
under the law and access to justice

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls 

•	 Political participation and 
representation

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Strengthening women’s participation 
in ensuring environmental 
sustainability

South Africa •	 Economic transformation and job 
creation

•	 Education and skills 

•	 Health 

•	 Basic services 

•	 Social cohesion and safe communities

•	 Changing norms: transforming 
unequal gender relations and 
confronting head-on the culture 
of patriarchy, toxic masculinity, 
misogyny, hierarchies and language 
that perpetuate the demons of 
patriarchal norms

•	 Laws, policies and programmes, 
including job creation and sustainable 
growth

•	 Improving access to education for 
girls, especially in STEM

•	 Addressing women’s health, in 
particular maternal mortality and the 
high rates of HIV and AIDS in young 
women

•	 Addressing violence against women 
and gender-based violence (rape and 
sexual offences, femicide, killing and 
rape of LGBT women, trafficking in 
women and girls)

•	 Economic empowerment of women
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South Sudan •	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Political participation and 
representation

•	 Gender-responsive budgeting 

•	 Equality and non-discrimination 
under the law and access to justice

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights 

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Changing negative social norms and 
gender stereotypes

Eswatini •	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls 

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls 

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Women’s digital and financial 
inclusion

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls 

•	 Equality and non-discrimination 
under the law and access to justice

•	 Political power, democratic 
governance and decision making

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls 

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

Uganda •	 Women’s and girls’ education and 
skills training

•	 Ending gender-based violence and 
promoting women’s rights

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Gender-responsive social protection

•	 Women’s economic empowerment

•	 Basic services and infrastructure

•	 Changing negative social norms and 
gender stereotypes

•	 Political participation and 
representation of women 

•	 Gender-responsive budgeting 

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Women’s entrepreneurship 

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, hygiene, energy, 
transport, communication)
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Tanzania •	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security 

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls 

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls 

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, energy, transport, 
etc.) 

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, energy, transport, 
etc.) 

•	 Women’s entrepreneurship and 
women’s enterprises 

Zambia •	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security 

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Political participation and 
representation

•	 Basic services and infrastructure 
(water, sanitation, hygiene, energy, 
transport, communication, etc.)

•	 Quality education, training and life-
long learning for women and girls

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security 

•	 Access to affordable quality 
health care, including sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

•	 Equality and non-discrimination 
under the law and access to justice

•	 Changing negative social norms and 
gender stereotypes

Zimbabwe •	 Changing negative social norms and 
gender stereotypes

•	 Poverty eradication, agricultural 
productivity and food security

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Increasing political participation and 
representation

All 12 critical areas of concern 

•	 Legal and constitutional reforms

•	 Economic empowerment 

•	 Politics and decision making 

•	 Health 

•	 Eliminating violence against women 
and girls

•	 Quality education

•	 Engaging women in environmental 
sustainability 

•	 Changing gender stereotypes in the 
media

Somalia Not reviewed

Sudan Not reviewed

Angola Not reviewed
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The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted at the Fourth 
World Conference on Women in 1995, is the most comprehensive 
global policy framework to achieve the goals of gender equality, 
development and peace. To mark its twenty-fifth anniversary, United 
Nations member states undertook comprehensive national reviews 
of the progress made towards gender equality and the empowerment 
of women, as well as the current challenges. To complement the 
review process, UN Women undertook the production of a report that 
celebrates the achievements, highlights key challenges, and identifies 
priority areas for future action in the East and southern Africa region.

This report, based on an analysis of country reports and other relevant 
documents, offers a snapshot of regional trends in terms of achievements and 
challenges in the 12 critical areas of concern of the Beijing Platform for Action 
and makes some recommendations for future action. The report acknowledges 
and affirms the essential linkages between commitments on gender equality and 
women’s empowerment in the Beijing Platform for Action and those in global 
and regional instruments, including the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Maputo Protocol, the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, and the African Union’s Agenda 2063.


