
Gender and Economic 
Empowerment of Women

The African continent is well endowed with abundant resources – natural, cultural and human.  However, 
its peoples remain poor – and those most severely affected by poverty are African women. Part of what 
makes them poor are social inequalities and the lack of opportunities they face solely because of their gender.  

Although gender inequality exists in most societies around the world to differing extents, the combined devastating 
effects of poverty, discrimination and lack of opportunity affect African women in multiple ways, from their economic 
standing (income levels, rights to own property, access to finance), to their social wellbeing (access to health services and 
education), to their prospects for better living conditions (heavy household work burdens, ability to secure employment 
or be self-employed). 

Africa has enormous unexploited potential, especially in the hidden growth reserves of its women.  Africa’s women  
need to be actively – and more effectively – engaged in economic, social and political life.  Expanded land and property 
rights for women, gender-sensitive economic governance, more effective international support for gender equality 
and better access to investment and trade opportunities are key pillars for economically empowering African women 
– and thus increasing their contributions to faster growth, development and poverty reduction on the continent.   

Some Facts:
Women own less than 1% of the African continent’s landmass.

Women farmers receive only 1% of total credit to agriculture, and have fewer economic rights and 
lower access to economic opportunities, including land and credit facilities.

An African woman’s average workday lasts 50% longer than that of a man and she shoulders the 
burden of unpaid activities, often linked to low access to clean water and energy sources.

Only 51% of females over age 15 in Africa are able to read and write, compared to 67% of males.

Three-quarters of all Africans between the ages of 15 and 24 who are HIV-positive are women.

A pregnant woman in Africa is 180 times more likely to die of pregnancy complications than in 
Western Europe.

Limited education and employment opportunities for women in Africa reduce annual per capita 
growth by 0.8%. Had this growth taken place, Africa’s economies would have doubled over the 
past 30 years.
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to anticipate gender effects of trade and investment poli-
cies requires a concerted gender policy analysis at the 
national, regional and global level.

Key challenges:
 Increase the scope for women to benefit from the 
expansion of trade in agricultural products by 
reducing or eliminating the obstacles they face in 
accessing key productive resources (land, credit, 
transport, extension services, storage and technical 
assistance).

 Be vigilant about the possible impact foreign direct 
investment (FDI) may have on women.  As increased 
FDI drives industries to upgrade and competition 
pushes firms to lower costs, women may lose their 
jobs to more highly qualified men or get pushed 
down the production chain into sub-contracted work 
at lower payscales.

 An expanding private sector, including increased 
FDI, does not systematically narrow the gender wage 
gap.  More robust efforts are needed to enhance the 
productive capacities of women and girls through 
more equitable access to: education, technology 
acquisition and learning, access to financial markets, 
job mobility, equitable property rights and wealth 
assets.

Recommendations for progress:
African governments should:

 Allocate credit lines to support African women 
entrepreneurs. 

 Target support to women managing small-micro 
enterprises to enable then to expand and diversify 
outputs. 

 Increase capacity for value-addition, diversification 
and product differentiation specifically in the agro-
processing sector through the use of appropriate 
technologies, and enhance marketing through ICTs.

Development partners should:
Promote investments in manufacturing and open 
markets particularly for products with important 
female labour content. 

Support the implementation of projects linked to 
gender equality, trade outcomes and growth.

Subsidise women’s associations and provide free 
training to women managing associations. 

Support women employed in the agriculture sector 
to enhance their productive capacity. 

Create and launch an African Women’s Investment 
Fund.
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KEY COMMITMENTS: 
GENDER EQUALITY AND EMPOWERMENT
African Commitments

G8/OECD/UN/International Community 
Commitments and Declarations

themselves to taking measures to end discrimination.

The Millenium Development Goal (MDG) 3 promotes gender 
equality and the empowerment of women and calls for the 
elimination of gender disparity in primary and secondary schools. 

In signing the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA), 
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These policy messages were drawn from “Gender and Economic Empowerment in Africa”, a paper presented 
to the 8th Meeting of the Africa Partnership Forum in Berlin, Germany on 22-23 May 2007. The paper was 
prepared jointly by the APF Support Unit and the NEPAD Secretariat.  The complete paper is available at: 
www.africapartnershipforum.org. 
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By accepting the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), states committed 

The African Union Protocol on the Rights of Women in Africa 
(2003) recognises the economic value of women, and covers a 
broad range of economic rights for women such as equal pay 
for equal work, control over land and productive resources and 
equitable inheritance of these properties.

At Kananaskis in 2002, G8 countries promised to work with African 
countries to promote property and resource rights and agreed to 
support the mainstreaming of gender issues into all agricultural 
and related policy, together with targeted measures to ensure the 
rights of women for equal access to technology, technical support, 
land rights and credit.

At Gleneagles in 2005, G8 countries agreed to call on African 
governments to implement the African Charter on Human and 
People’s Rights and its protocols in order to encourage respect 
for the rights of ethnic minorities, women and children and also to 
support youth employment for both women and men in Africa.

The 2007 G8 summit in Heiligendamm recognised gender equality 
as a core principle for development policy and the importance 
of the political and economic empowerment of women as a key 
contribution to sustainable growth and responsible government. It 
also underlined the importance of education and pledged to take 
concrete steps to ensure that greater attention and resources are 
allocated to HIV/AIDS prevention, treatment and care to address 
the needs of women and girls.

The African Union Solemn Declaration on Gender the Equality in 
Africa (SDGEA) commits  African  leaders  to  report  on  the  progress   
of gender equality and women’s empowement on the continent.

governments committed to promoting an active, visible policy of 
gender mainstreaming in all of their policies.
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Fight against the perception that gender-budgeting 
is an add-on activity rather than an integral part of 
public financing.

Recommendations for progress:
African governments should:

Establish gender-responsive public financial manage-
ment systems and strengthen existing gender budget 
initiatives.

Recognise satellite accounting procedures to capture, 
value and remunerate women’s work including value 
in the care economy. 

Development partners should:
Encourage gender-responsive budgeting in budget 
support. 

Revive the global efforts to recognize satellite accounts 
and provide resources to value and remunerate. 

More Effective International 
Support for Gender Equality

2010) with an initial investment of $24.5 million over four 
years aimed at leveraging substantially greater resources 
for women’s economic opportunities. The African 
Development Bank’s Gender Plan of Action also reflects a 
strong commitment to mainstreaming gender issues in its 
activities.  However, challenges remain in ensuring that 
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political commitments and legal obligations in favour of 
gender equality are effectively translated into actions on 
the ground.

Key challenges:
Strengthen commitments to gender equality in 
Monterrey Consensus follow-up, and deepen the 
focus on gender dimensions of trade.

Ensure that the overarching principles of the Paris 
Declaration – which aims to reduce the transaction 
costs of aid while strengthening ownership, results 
and accountability – are applied to gender equality.

Prioritise the resources needed to ensure that gender 
equality and women’s empowerment are integrated 
in evaluations that underpin results-based aid 
management.

Develop policy approaches, analytical tools and 
data to address the difficulty of understanding how 
much attention and money is being invested in the 
promotion of gender equality at country level in the 
context of budget support mechanisms and of gender 
mainstreaming approaches. 

Recommendations for progress: 
African governments should: 

Integrate gender components in the planning and 
co-ordination of line ministries to ensure the proper 
allocation of resources. 

Include specific objectives and targets in PovertyPoverty 
Reduction Strategies (PRSs), and set budgetaryPRSs), and set budgetary 
allocations to promote gender equality.

Development partners should:
Promote the Paris Declaration and the Monterrey 
Consensus to include a focus on results and 
development policy goals for women and gender 
equality. 

Support the development of PRSs to ensure that they  
include specific objectives and targets and budgetary 
allocations set to promote gender equality. 

Encourage specific targets for gender in Sector-Wide 
Approaches (SWAps) and establish budget support 
mechanisms that encourage the way in which recipient 
countries allocate money towards the promotion of 
gender equality.

Better Access to 
Investment and Trade
Trade and investment policies have traditionally been 
viewed as “gender blind”,  meaning they have no par-
ticular effect on either males or females. Thus, there have 
been no specific provisions for gender in existing WTO 
trade agreements or ongoing Doha negotiations.  How-
ever, in reality the impact of investment and trade on 
women is important, not only because they represent 
over half of most populations, but because existing gen-
der inequality and gender biases may adversely affect the 
outcome of investment and trade policies.  The capacity 
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Expanded Land 
and Property Rights
Land is the single most important asset for both poor 
and non-poor households in Africa. It underpins cultural 
identity, political power and participation in decision-
making, provides a secure place to live and engage in 
economic and social activities, and constitutes collateral 
for credit. The widespread exclusion of African women 
from owning and/or controlling land means that they 
are often barred from effectively engaging in economic 
activities and having a secure and sustainable livelihood.  
Development partners and African governments have 
made commitments which, if implemented, would help 
unlock the potential for growth and development that lie 
in the hands of African women.

Key challenges:
Address the bias towards male heads of household in 
land distribution and tenure reform programmes.

Assess the impact that market-oriented land policies  
and commercialisation of agriculture and individual 
titling has had on women’s access and rights to land.

Broadly diffuse across society information about new 
national land laws, reform programmes and credit 
schemes for purchasing land.

Develop clear legislative frameworks for protecting 
the rights of women regarding inheritance of land and 
land-based resources, and proactively inform women 
of their rights in this regard. 

Tackle the deeply-rooted cultural norms and practices 
which underlie discrimination and prolong it at the 
community and household level – even where legal 
frameworks that protect women’s rights are in place.

Recommendations for progress:
African governments should:

Establish legal and non-legal infrastructure through 
land reforms, national mechanisms and community 
tribunals to monitor the enforcement of pro-women 
laws, policies and practices. 
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Set up technical and financial schemes to support 
women land-buyers, owners and producers. 

redistribution.

Mobilise resources for the economic development of 
land owned by women. 

Development partners should:
 Commit financial resources to support mechanisms 

reform initiatives.

 Support monitoring and evaluation of land reform 
processes to enhance women’s access and control of 
land. 

 Support initiatives that provide financial support 
for the economic development of land owned by 
women.

Gender-Sensitive 
Economic Governance
Budgets influence the overall level of national income 
and employment and also reflect a government’s 
political priorities regarding public investment.  They 
are a powerful tool for promoting gender equality within 
national development frameworks. Gender budgeting 
aims at mainstreaming a gender equality perspective 
into public finance by ensuring budgets are planned, 
approved, executed, monitored and audited in a gender-
sensitive way. This means that policies are assessed in 
terms of their gender impact and budget allocations are 
made to reduce gender gaps. Gender budgeting  ensures 
public investment choices address gender-related needs 
and also helps monitor progress towards policy goals and 
commitments. By tracking how money is spent, gender 
budgeting increases accountability and transparency 
and, in a larger sense, good economic governance. It also 
helps ensure that governments are held accountable for 
international commitments they have made to women.  

More than 60 countries in the world are 
now practicing gender-budgeting, many 
in Africa.

Key challenges:
Consolidate government capacity in 
gender budgeting so it is embedded 
across an increasing number of line 
ministries. 

Ensure public services address specific 
needs  women have in view of their roles 
and responsibilities e.g. investment in 
community wells, household energy, 
etc.

Develop gender-disaggregated statistics 
to enable governments to “cost” services 
they provide and identify who is 
accessing them.  
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Closing the Gender Gap in Schools 
Boosts Economic Growth

The depiction and use of boundaries shown on maps do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the OECD.

Source: “Engendering Development“ (PRR) 2001 in WDR 2000/01, “Attacking Poverty” 

and land adjudication, inheritance, distribution and 
 Set up a national commission to review  property 

and structures that promote and implement land 

central to the economic empowerment of women.
Over 55%  of  ODA is  focused  on the social sector i.e. 
education,    health,     water     supply     and    sanitation. 
Multilateral development banks have also been making 
progress in strengthening their support to women’s 
economic empowerment. For example, the World Bank 
has recently produced the Gender Action Plan (2007-

Since the milestone of the 1995 Beijing Conference, 
donor support for gender has been improving, and 
more resources are being devoted to gender equality 
targets, particularly in the social sectors.  From 2001 to 
2005, the absolute volume of bilateral ODA focused on 
gender equality rose by 160% from US$ 940 million to 
US$ 2.5 billion. However, even though there has been 
an increase, only 10% was allocated to the productive 
sector--   
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