RWANDA LEADS THE WORLD IN PARLIAMENTARY GENDER PARITY

Rwanda’s parliament, which has the world’s highest representation of women, is making history. After the 1994 genocide tragedy, here comes some interesting news from a country that went through hell. Women in the post-genocide era are asserting their agenda.

By Helen Vesperini

Kigali: Rwanda, the tiny tea and coffee-producing country in Central Africa, known to most of the outside world as the place where one million people lost their lives in a genocide in 1994, has now surpassed Sweden as the country with the highest proportion of women legislators. 

As a result of last October’s elections, women now hold 48.8% of the seats in the National Assembly and the country has come the closest of any country in reaching parity between men and women in the national parliament, according to the Geneva-based Inter-Parliamentary Union. (In Sweden, women hold 45% of the seats in the national parliament.)

Of 80 seats in the National Assembly, 24 were reserved for women under the new Constitution. But women also won 15 non-reserved seats, yielding a total of 39 seats held in the lower house and six out of 20 seats in the Senate, the upper house. Women also hold nine out of 28 ministerial posts, among the highest proportions in the world. 

‘What Rwanda has achieved is, by any measure anywhere in the world, remarkable and noteworthy, especially if one takes into account this country’s recent political history and the development challenges that it faces,’ says Macharia Kamau, UNDP Resident Representative in Rwanda. 

Ten years ago,  extremists  in government from the country’s largest ethnic group, 

the Hutus, decided to execute its plan to exterminate the country’s Tutsi minority. In the span of 100 days, almost one million people – for the most part Tutsis, but also moderate Hutus opposed to the plan – were slaughtered. 

The aftermath of the genocide was particularly difficult for women. Rape victims learned that they had HIV after several years, only when they started to develop the actual symptoms of AIDS. And in addition to widows and orphans, many women whose husbands fled to the Democratic Republic of the Congo in 1994, afraid to return home, have also found themselves at the head of households. 

Women say that Rwanda’s recent history is the main reason they have risen to such political prominence in a country where 60% of the population still lives in extreme poverty. 

‘If we have such a high percentage of seats today, it’s not a question of chance,’ says Constance Mukayuhi Rwaka, a Member of Parliament and an economist who chairs the Rwandan National Assembly’s Budget Commission. 

‘After 1994, Rwanda was in quite a peculiar situation,’ says Ms Rwaka, who recalls that after the genocide, women throughout the country joined forces, either informally or through associations, to help out those who were widowed or orphaned during the killing.

Rwanda has a population of 8.1 million, an area of just over 26,000 sq km, and is ranked 158th out of 173 countries on the Human Development Ranking. Its public expenditure on education is 2.8% of the gross domestic product, on health it is 2.7% and its military expenditure is 3.9%. Its GDP per capita is US$1,250.

Athanasie Gahondogo, the Executive Secretary of the Forum for Rwandan Women Parliamentarians, a body that brings together women from the country’s eight political parties with the aim of improving their status and heightening their profile, agrees. ‘The genocide has a lot to do with it in that women gained a very high profile afterwards,’ she says. 

Today women and girls make up 54% of Rwanda’s eight million people and 60% of the country’s workforce. 

Across the country, women were encouraged to take an active role in drawing up the new constitution – the constitution that guaranteed them a minimum of 30% of National Assembly seats. 

According to Ms Gahondogo, a teacher from southern university town of Butare who grew up in exile  in neighbouring Burundi,  the precarious circumstances in which so 

many Rwandan women found themselves at the end of the genocide spurred them to campaign for new laws to change the law on succession of property – to allow women to inherit land from their husbands or fathers – and to stiffen the penalties for child-rapists. 

Ms Gahondogo was elected in October to fill one of the seats reserved for women. She believes that women parliamentarians should ‘serve as a model’ for other women and that they should carefully review all the country’s laws in search of legal provisions that discriminate against women. 

‘Had it not been for the genocide,’ she says, ‘Rwandan women would never have dared ask for succession rights.’

Constance Mukayuhi points out that women are not merely present in Parliament but also hold positions of responsibility and authority and head a number of technical committees. Rwanda’s women legislators, she says, must strive to further improve their performance through training. 

The women legislators say that it can sometimes be difficult to juggle home life and parliamentary duties, but no more so than it is to juggle home life and any professional obligations. Although she felt bad about spending little time with her two-year-old daughter during the campaign, Solange Tuyisenge, 32, says she always wanted an opportunity ‘to contribute something to our society’. 

Ms Tuyisenge, who was elected to one of the reserved seats in the western Kibuye province, says, ‘I want the women of Rwanda, from the rural poor to the urban elite, to be independent, to be educated. I want them to become peacemakers.’ – Third World Network Features No. 2694/04, August 2004
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