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Gender equality in West africa:  
actions speak louder than Words

O
n the occasion of International Women’s Day, a large 
number of women’s associations, advocacy groups 
and gender-focused organisations will mobilise—as 

they do every year—to promote gender equality, social equity 
and women’s empowerment. Some of them will rightly point 
out that these objectives should not only be addressed “one 
day per year” but should be an “everyday concern.” While 
gender inequalities persist in all parts of the world, particu-
larly in politics and the labour market,  the respect of the 
fundamental rights of women and girls remains a serious, 
sometimes life-threatening, concern in many developing 
countries. A reality check from the field shows that several 
decades of gender debates, special events and development 
goals dedicated to the empowerment of women, add up to 
only modest improvements on the ground. 

by Julia Wanjiru 
Sahel and West Africa Club  
Secretariat (SWAC/OECD),

8 March 2017

Let’s look at a few examples from West Africa: 

1. Child marriage

Seven West African countries rank among the top 20 
countries in the world with the highest rates of child 
marriage. In Niger, 
three out of four girls 
marry before their 
18th birthdays, contri-
buting to the fact that 
Niger has the highest 
fertility rate in the 
world (7  children 
per woman in child-
bearing age). Nigeria 
is among the top 
20  countries with 
the highest absolute 
numbers of child 
marriages, with 
1.2  million married 
girls. By depriving its 
girls of the chance 
to develop their 
potential, the region 
is collectively losing 
a huge amount of 
human capital.
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West African girls are being married off too young

Sources: UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children 2015, Girls not Brides
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FGM/C remains a widespread practice in West Africa, 
even though its prevalence varies considerably from 
one country to the next—ranging from 2% in Niger to 
97% in Guinea. Many initiatives are working against this 
practice and some countries have passed laws to formally 

2. Female genital mutilation/Cutting (Fgm/C)
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Female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C)

Sources: UNICEF, Global Databases, based on DHS, MICS and other nationally representative surveys, October 2014 update.
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forbid female circumcision (Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, etc.). 
However, law enforcement has trouble cracking down on 
these deeply rooted traditions and mentalities. According 
to WHO estimates, more than 3 million additional girls 
worldwide are cut each year—mostly by elderly women. 

Huge strides have been made in 
getting more girls into schools, 
but when it comes to assessing 
educational outcomes, the results 
are much less impressive. The net 
school attendance rate for girls from 
2011-2014 was about 50% for the 
poorest performing countries like 
Chad, Mali and Niger. These countries 
also have the lowest literacy rates 
for girls (15% in Niger and 34% in 
Mali—far below sub-Saharan Africa’s 
2015 average of 69%). The gender 
gap is progressively closing, but 
no country in sub-Saharan Africa 
is projected to achieve gender 
parity in primary and secondary 
education.1 The most persistent 
barriers to girls’ education are: early 
marriage and early motherhood, 
traditional seclusion practices, the 
favouring of boys when it comes to 
family investment in education and 
the gendered division of household 
labour. 

1 UNESCO (2015): Gender and EFA 2000-2015: 
achievements and challenges, http://unesdoc.
unesco.org/images/0023/002348/234809E.pdf
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Of course, gender gaps have historical roots and cultural 
specificities. And societal transformation is a process that 
takes a long time.  Ensuring equal opportunities for women 
and men, girls and boys in Africa will take time, massive 
educational efforts and profound changes to existing ways 
of thinking. Those changes might be supported by more 
exposure to external influences; the diaspora and media 
sources like TV series and movies can help accelerate these 
changes.

The legal frameworks, policies and strategies are hard to 
find, but they do exist. Since the mid-2000s, almost every 
West African country has created a national gender policy 
or strategy. Regional organisations like ECOWAS, UEMOA, 
CILSS and the African Union have all adopted gender policies 
and they are increasingly mainstreaming gender issues in 
different policy sectors. But, in practice, gender is still consi-
dered mostly as an afterthought and gender policies are 
often not implemented effectively. Ministries in charge of 
gender issues have usually very large portfolios— ranging 
from youth, sports, CSO, employment and drug control. They 
are often understaffed, under-funded and not taken seriously. 
Budgets allocated to gender-specific issues within sectoral 
policies remain tiny; disaggregated gender data is missing. 
Given the breadth of the development challenges, gender is 
not truly considered a priority and many gender initiatives rely 
on external funding. To make some decisive progress, strong 
political will must come from the very top level, including 
from key ministries such as economic affairs, budget and 
strategic planning.

The weak implementation of gender-focused policies 
is, however, not just a funding problem. There are many 
other obstacles and risk factors that have been analysed in 
existing policies: strong individual and institutional resistance 
to gender initiatives, deep-rooted cultural issues and tradi-
tions (“l’arbe à palabres” – the palaver tree where local issues 
are being discussed and decided, remains reserved for men), 
general under-representation of women in the public sphere, 
illiteracy, etc.

Much of the gender debate seems to take place in a bubble, 
with gender experts mostly preaching to the choir. We cannot 
make headway on gender equality by having discussions that 
are mostly made up of women and gender experts. Moreover, 
women’s affairs are often associated with charities and are 
promoted for example, by African first ladies and many other 
famous female ambassadors—sometimes very successfully 
but a large number of initiatives are also instrumentalised 
for political ends. How many of their male counterparts are 
active in promoting gender equality? As long as the gender 
debate remains solely a women’s issue, it won’t move far. 

It should not be forgotten, that gender is not just a matter of 
achieving equal opportunities for women and men. Gender 
equality is an economic development issue. Here again, 
the message is not new, but it still has not been sufficiently 
brought to the attention of all policy-makers. How can a 
country voluntarily deprive itself of the human potential of 
half of its population? The economic cost is enormous. The 
involvement of women is a key driver for economic growth 
and ultimately contributes to improving the conditions of 
society as a whole. In other words, as stated by the director 
of the ECOWAS Regional Centre for Renewable Energy and 

Energy Efficiency (ECREEE), Mahama Kappiah, “The push for 
women’s participations goes beyond fairness, but is rather 
to enhance the effectiveness of interventions […] a balanced 
work force is smart economics.”

To reduce gender inequality more effectively and achieve 
sustainable development, we need to get more men on 
board. We also need to invest more in the education of girls 
and boys. Everywhere in the world, education has been a key 
driver of gender equality. An educated girl is better equipped to 
defend her interests and choose the life she wants. Education 
can also raise boys’ awareness of gender issues and make 
them less prone to seeing gender equity as a loss of privileges 
for themselves. Men could become true allies in building a 
society based on equal rights and opportunities. 

But education alone is not enough. How many educated 
women and men still face pressure from their communities to 
conform? Girls’ education, beyond a certain level, is still seen 
by many as a “waste of time.” A 30-year old unmarried woman 
is not a “respected woman,” no matter how successful she 
might be in her professional life; she is seen as having failed 
to fulfil her “true mission” to be a wife and mother. 

In order to change these deeply rooted prejudices, more 
effort must be made to target opinion leaders and tradi-
tional chiefs who set the agendas within their communities. 
While gender equality remains an abstract, kind of dubious 
Western-style concept for local people, traditional chiefs 
are the best-placed individuals to help a society change. 
The chiefs could play a much more active role in helping 
their communities move away from gender stereotypes, or 
at least, to not deepen them. These leaders could become 
unexpected allies. 

For example, Muhammadu Sanusi II, the Emir of Kano in 
northern Nigeria, just announced a proposal for a family 
law in that state that would outlaw forced marriage, make 
domestic violence illegal, and impose minimum financial 
conditions upon men who want to marry a second wife. The 
proposed law does not exactly promote gender equality, but 
by banning poor men from polygamy and setting up some 
protection measures for women and their children, Kano 
state is taking a concrete step forward in a way that will make 
a difference in the lives of millions of women and children.1  

This year, International Women’s Day will again be marked by 
declarations of good intentions and statements—including 
mine. What should count, though, is not the number of 
commitments we make, but the true progress we achieve 
on the ground. At the end of the day, African girls and women 
will need to tell their own stories, fight for their own rights and 
work to achieve equal representation. If men were ready to 
help them, things would move much faster.

There is a long and rocky road ahead in order for the world to 
achieve full gender equality and ensure equal opportunities 
for future generations of girls and boys. We need to take 
many more small steps so that we can collectively move 
faster. As pointed out in the gender strategy of Burkina Faso, 
everybody can contribute, every day.

1 Kano State has an estimated population of 14.8 million people. Its population is 
larger than some of Nigeria’s neighbouring countries (Benin, Togo) and almost as 
large as Niger’s population (18 million).



“The National Gender Policy's success will depend, of course, 
on the interest and recognition that the government and its 
partners will give it, but, more importantly, it will depend on 
the commitment of all Burkinabe, no matter their status, to 
make the problems of inequality and gender discrimination 
into their own personal problems and their own battles. In 
fact, there is a general agreement that that the real obstacles 
to equality and gender equity are not just a lack of resources 
or institutional and organisational weaknesses, but they 
mainly come from our own mental constructs, our own 
resistance to recognising other people's rights and our own 
complexes and reflexes of superiority and domination on 
the one hand and of inferiority and subjugation on the other. 
That is why the true answer to the gender issue lies in each 
of us, each man and each woman. Therefore, all Burkinabe, 
just by the simple act of changing their behavior related 
to the way men and women interact, have to play a const-
ructive role in reversing the trend in order to have sustainable 
human development, based on the principles of equity and 
the respect of the law.

Extract, translated from the original French version

“Le succès de la Politique nationale du genre dépendra bien 
sûr de l’intérêt et du crédit que lui accorderont le gouver-
nement et ses partenaires, mais surtout de l’engagement 
de chaque burkinabé, à quelque niveau qu’il soit, de faire 
du problème des inégalités et des discriminations de genre 
son problème personnel et sa propre bataille. En effet, il est 
reconnu que les vrais obstacles à l’égalité et à l’équité de 
genre ne sont pas seulement des problèmes d’insuffisance 
de moyens ou de faiblesses institutionnelles et organisa-
tionnelles, mais ils émanent surtout de nos constructions 
mentales, de nos résistances à ne pas reconnaître le droit 
égal de l’autre, et de nos complexes et réflexes de supériorité 
et de domination, ou d’infériorité et de soumission. C’est 
pourquoi la réponse véritable à la problématique genre se 
trouve en chacun de nous, homme et femme. Aussi, chaque 
burkinabé, par un simple geste de changement de compor-
tement dans les rapports hommes-femmes, devra-t-il parti-
ciper positivement à inverser les tendances pour un dévelop-
pement humain durable fondé sur les principes d’équité et 
du respect du droit.” 

Extrait de la Politique nationale du genre, Burkina Faso, 2009.

national gender PoliCY oF Burkina FaSo, 2009.


