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Unequal opportunities

In regard to gender equity, Mexico has pro-
gressive laws. Nonetheless, women face 
multiple discrimination in daily life. The road 
to true gender equality remains long.

By Virginia Mercado

In every culture, specific mechanisms and 
structures cause men and women to assume 
different roles. Mexico is a multicultural 
country, but nonetheless, some aspects of 
women’s roles are the same throughout the 
nation. Specific groups add aspects of their 
own, but long-established behaviour pat-
terns and traditions matter very much. In 
general, sensitivity, a willingness to forgive, 
fragility, humility, obedience and taciturni-
ty are considered specifically female traits.

Age-old gender stereotypes perme-
ate relationships. That is true both in urban 
and rural areas. Many women have to ask 
their husbands for permission if they want 
to find a job or study at a university. Typi-
cally, men are in control of money and the 
family’s property. Most parents decide to 
pass on their fortune exclusively to their 
sons. Moreover, they prioritise the sons’ 
education. These attitudes limit women’s 
independence and restrict their influence. 
The rules of patriarchy are unwritten, but 
they seem so self-evident that even women 
endorse them.

Women are expected to always look 
pretty and attractive. It is their job to keep 
alive their partner’s sexual desire. That 
both husband and wife are responsible for 
the success of a marriage is increasingly  
acknowledged. That is also true of both hav-
ing important roles to play in raising chil-
dren. Nonetheless, women typically bear the 
main burden of managing relationships and 
looking after children. They are also the ones 
who take care of sick or elderly relatives. 
Household chores are left to them as well.

When our women’s soccer team wins 
a game, more sexist comments are posted 
than congratulations on social media. The 
same trend was evident when Yalitza Apa-
ricio, an indigenous actor, was nominated 
for an Oscar. Social-media comments stated 
that she neither looked good nor acted con-

vincingly. Sexist and racist attitudes obvi-
ously still prevail in many Mexican minds.

It is becoming ever more evident that 
women long for encouragement, deserve to 
be promoted and need safe spaces to inter-
act with one another. Women’s solidarity 
has begun to grow, but all too often, women 
take part in criticising other women without 
noticing that they themselves are affected 
– at least potentially. That is the case, when 
sexual abuse is discussed on social media, 
for example. Far too many comments focus 
on how the victim behaved. All too often, 
women are the authors.

On the upside, the #MeToo move-
ment is making a difference. It has revealed 
just how normal it is for women to suffer 
sexualised aggression in many different 
contexts, from family life to the workplace, 

from schools to government institutions. It 
is generally estimated that 3 million sexu-
ally abusive incidents occurred from 2010 
to 2015, ranging from molestation to rape. In 
the vast majority of these cases, no charges 
were filed, as the governmental Executive 
Commission for Paying Attention to Victims 
(Comisión Ejecutiva de Atención a Vícti-
mas – CEAV) reports. Femicide, the murder 
of women, is another major issue (see box, 
next page).

FATHERS DON’T DROP OUT OF SCHOOL

Education is the key to changing estab-
lished power structures. Even though the 
law enshrines equal access to education for 
people of either sex, lecturers still ask young 
women who study engineering, for example, 
why they have chosen a male curriculum. If 
a young woman chooses a course consid-
ered more suitably female, however, it is  
often joked that she is just bridging time 
until her wedding. If a girl or young woman 
gets pregnant, she drops out of school or 
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Role models matter: Yalitza Aparicio (right) was nominated for, but did not win an Oscar for her 

role in Roma, which won the award for the best foreign language film while the jury considered 

Alfonso Cuaron (centre) the best director. 
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university – not the father. At the same time, 
families put young women under pressure to 
marry and have babies. The strong influence 
of the Catholic Church, moreover, means 
that virginity and motherhood are of great 
symbolic importance. This context helps 
to understand why abortion is increasingly 
being criminalised in Mexico. In the past, 
abortions were legal in most Mexican states:

●● when a woman was a rape victim,
●● when her health was at risk, or
●● when the physical or mental health of 

the child was at risk.
Some conservative states, however, 

have recently passed more rigid legislation. 
For example, Nuevo León in the Northeast 
has ruled out abortion altogether. The state 
constitution was amended with the goal of 
protecting life, starting at the moment of con-
ception. Abortion is now illegal there, even 
after rape. Prison sentences are possible.

Mexico City is the only place where it 
is legal to terminate a pregnancy in the first 
12 weeks. Nonetheless, pro-life groups try 
to influence women’s decisions. It adds to 
the problems that women who have had an 
abortion are often ostracised socially.

Another serious issue is child mar-
riage. According to Girls not Brides, an in-
ternational umbrella organisation of civil-
society agencies, 26 % of girls in Mexico are 
married before the age of 18 and four percent 
are even married before their 15th birthday. 
To protect the rights of children and youth, 
the Senate last year adopted reforms of civil 
law that rule out child marriage.

There have been embarrassing epi-
sodes in politics moreover. Obligated to 
meet gender quotas in municipal elections, 
parties listed female candidates, but later 
put them under pressure to step down in 
favour of their male deputies. Mexicans use 
the word “Juanitas” to describe this practice.

On the other hand, 241 women and 259 
men are currently members of the national 
assembly, while 63 women and 65 men 
serve as senators. According to the national 
election commission (Instituto Nacional 
Electoral – INE), the two top-tier legislative 
bodies were never before this close to gen-
der parity. However, there are still only two 
female governors (of 31) and only 545 female 
mayors (of about 2,400).

Changing the attitudes that lead to 
gender inequality in Mexico is a long-term 
task. Permanent awareness raising and 
teaching are necessary, and so are laws 
and policies that ensure that every person, 
whether man or woman, can claim their full 
rights. Women in positions of leadership 
can make a difference – not least because 
they serve as role models.

VIRGINIA MERCADO 

is a researcher at the 

Universidad Autónoma del 

Estado de México (UNAM) 

and an instructor in peace 

and development studies. 

virmercado@yahoo.com.mx

Killed for being female

Femicide is a hate crime. 
It means that someone is 
killed only because she is 
a woman. 

Among the 25 countries 
with the highest rates of femi-
cides in the world, 14 are Lat-
in American and Caribbean. 
Femicides occur frequently 
in Mexico for example, but do 
not lead to court proceedings 
in most cases. Violence against 
women is rooted in a “context 
of impunity based on a patri-
archal system of inequality 
and social exclusion”, accord-
ing to the non-governmental 
Mexican Commission for the 
Defence of Human Rights (CM-
DPDH).

The rule of law is weak 
in Mexico, and many violent 
crimes go unpunished – in-
cluding femicides. UN statis-
tics show that in Mexico an 
average of seven women are 
murdered daily. While some of 
these crimes are linked to or-
ganised crime, others are plain 
gender-specific violence. Jus-
tice in Mexico, a non-govern-
mental organisation based in 
San Diego, California, bemoans 
that impunity is “characteristic 
of Mexico’s culture”.

Authorities tend to ne-
glect hate crimes against 
women. According to the Na-
tional Citizens’ Observatory 
on Femicide, between Janu-

ary and June 2017, 800 women 
were murdered in 13 states 
across Mexico. Only 49 % of 
the deaths were investigated 
as femicide. “We still have 
a long way to go before the au-
thorities take prompt action to 
safeguard the lives of women,” 
says María de la Luz Estrada, 
executive coordinator of the 
Observatory, an alliance of 49 
human-rights organisations 
from across Mexico. Their ac-
tivism has increased account-
ability. The courts are hearing 
more femicide cases. The sta-
tistics are confusing, however 
– not least because different 
governmental institutions use 
different definitions for femi-
cide. At the same time, it is 
worrisome that the police tend 
to have only a very poor under-
standing of gender issues. To 

improve matters, these things 
must change.

There are many civil-
society organisations working 
towards ending the violence 
against women in Mexico: 
Nuestras Hijas Regreso a Casa, 
Red Mesa de Mujeres, El Closet 
de Sor Juana, Las Hijas de Vio-
lencia and many more. These 
groups organise campaigns, 
rallies and marches in order 
to keep femicides in the lime-
light.

In 2017, a permanent ex-
hibition on femicide in Mexico 
titled “Feminicidio en México. 
¡Ya basta!” (Femicide in Mexico. 
Enough is enough!) was opened 
in the Museum of Memory and 
Tolerance. This collective space 
for remembrance has a clear 
message: Gender-based vio-
lence is unacceptable. (vm/my)

MEXICO

 Mexico City
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“Once you learn to read”

If you want to reduce gender inequality, 
schools are a good place to start. Zambia is 
a good example.

By Frank Masanta Jr.

Zambia recorded high growth rates in recent 
years, but it is still haunted by inequality. It 
has a Gini index of 57.1, which means that 
social disparities are pronounced. However, 
women and girls are disadvantaged in par-
ticular.

Gender inequality is one of the barri-
ers on the way towards becoming a prosper-
ing and inclusive economy. With a popula-
tion of about 17 million people, the country 
must do more to develop human resources. 
If things do not improve, the government’s 
vision of Zambia becoming a middle-in-
come country by 2030 will not come true.

The UNDP Gender Inequality Index 
(GII) reflects three dimensions of gender-
based inequality: reproductive health, em-
powerment and economic activity. In 2017, 
Zambia’s GII value was 0.517, with 124 other 
countries ranking above it.

Other statistics confirm the problem. 
Illiteracy is more common among women 
than men. Only slightly more than a quarter 
of Zambian women (25.7 %) reached second-

ary level school education. The men’s share 
is not quite twice as high (44.2 %). According 
to UN data, women’s labour-market partici-
pation was 78.3 % in 2015. The comparative 
figure for men was 95 %. About 51 % of the 
population is female, but women only hold 
less than 12 % of the seats in parliament.

According to the 2012 Labour Force Sur-
vey, almost two thirds of farm work is done by 
women. However, they do not enjoy equal 
rights, as men normally own the land and 
control vital inputs such as fertiliser. In wage 
employment, women are concentrated in the 
lowest paying sectors and non-technical jobs.

About 60 % of Zambians are poor. 
All too often, they are pressed into choices 
that worsen female poverty. Since mothers 
tend to be less educated than fathers, they 
also tend to have less say within the family. 
Typically, parents prefer investing in their 
sons’ education, neglecting the daughters. 
A considerable number of girls opt for sex 
work to earn some money, running risks like 
HIV/AIDS infections and pregnancies which 
then force them to drop out of school.

Time poverty compounds the prob-
lems. Apart from earning some money, 
women do all the household work. On aver-
age, they are busy for 12 to 13 hours per day 
(including weekends), while men’s jobs are 

done after six to seven hours per day. House-
hold chores are vitally relevant, of course, but 
they do not show up in national accounts.

Cultural norms contribute to gender 
inequality. Early marriages are common for 
girls, which means they stop going to school 
and assume household duties. This tradi-
tion exacerbates population growth because 
young wives start having babies as teenag-
ers. Another consequence of early marriag-
es is the perception that wives are not their 
husbands’ equal partners, but should obey 
them. Women who have more education 
generally understand contraception better 
and are more likely to convince their part-
ners of using them.

If women are to contribute fully to 
development, they must be empowered to 
identify and grasp opportunities. Education 
is the key to unlocking women’s potential. 
As Frederick Douglass, the freed slave and 
early proponent of black empowerment in 
the USA said: “Once you learn to read, you 
will be forever free”. Illiteracy is indeed 
a significant barrier for many underprivi-
leged women in Zambia.

GOVERNMENT AMBITIONS

Zambia’s government wants to address gen-
der inequalities. The Patriotic Front, the 
currently ruling party, even appointed a fe-
male vice president. Inonge Wina is the first 
woman to hold this high office.

In 2012, the government created the 
Ministry of Gender and Child Development 
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Women of the 

Patriotic Front, 

a political party in 

Zambia, celebrating 

international 

women’s day in 

2016. 
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(MGCD). It has since revised the gender 
policy, which was first adopted in 2000, and 
published the 2014 National Gender Policy. 
It is designed to achieve full participation of 
both women and men in the development 
process.

The government has spelled out sev-
eral healthy ambitions. It wants to see 50 % 
of the land allocated to women. It intends 
to have girls readmitted to schools if they 
dropped out because of pregnancy. The gov-
ernment aspires to improve education op-
portunities and health-care services. It has 
committed (in coordination with other re-
gional governments) not only to quality sex 
education, but also to ending forced mar-
riages as well as child marriages. Moreover, 

it wants to boost women’s labour market 
participation rate, including in well-paid, 
high-skills positions.

It is one thing to define targets, and 
another one to actually hit them. Success 
will depend on improving girls’ education. 
The lack of education permeates all dimen-
sions of gender inequality in Zambia. Typi-
cally, uneducated parents perpetuate tradi-
tions that negatively affect their daughters’ 
future prospects. At the same time, belief in 
superstition and witchcraft are particularly 
common among those who did not spend 
much time in school.

Education has the potential to address 
all the challenges associated with gender 
disparities. A 63-country study by the In-
ternational Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI) found that expanded female edu-
cation resulted in better farming practices. 
The data showed that this had contributed 
to about 40 % to the reduction of malnutri-
tion in the countries concerned from 1970 
to 1995. After primary school, an additional 
year of schooling adds 12 % to a women’s in-
come, according to IFPRI, and reduces the 
probability of becoming a teenage mother 
by 7.3 %.

Every additional year of school is thus 
valuable, even if a girl ultimately does not 
graduate. Concluding secondary school 

is obviously rewarding too, however. The 
point is that education helps women make 
informed decisions and empowers them to 
participate in meaningful ways in politics, 
social matters and economic development 
– whether at the level of the family, the com-
munity or the nation. Moreover, better edu-
cation enables them to take better care of 
their own health and the wellbeing of their 
families in general.

Better opportunities for women and 
girls would indeed improve Zambia’s out-
look dramatically. International research 
shows that women and girls tend to spend 
90 % of their incomes on family matters. 
The comparative share for men is only 30 % 
to 40 %. For this reason, the entire agenda of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
hinges on SDG 5 (gender equality). If socie-
ties are to manage the transformation to sus-
tainability, women and girls must certainly 
be empowered to be drivers of change.

FRANK MASANTA JR. 

is a community leader and 

social activist in Zambia. In 

2011, he started the 

Sun-spring Charity School in 

Ng’ombe, a disadvantaged neighbourhood. 

(see box below). 

frankmasanta.jr@gmail.com

Closing gender gaps in an 
NGO school

The motto of “leave no one be-
hind” makes equality a beacon 
of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). Gender equality 
is an important aspect, includ-
ing, though not only in educa-
tion (see main story). Girls from 
poor families in particular are 
often at a disadvantage.

Sun-spring Charity 
School (SCS) is a non-govern-
mental initiative. We operate 
an almost free school for under-
privileged children in Ng’ombe, 
a low-income township near 

Lusaka, the Zambian capi-
tal (see my essay in D+C/E+Z  
e-Paper 2016/01, Focus section). 
We do our best to contribute to 
SDG achievement, including in 
regard to gender justice.

The school enrols an 
equal number of boys and girls. 
We avoid stereotypical char-
acteristics. No, it is not true 
that “boys don’t cry”. Nor is 
it true that “girls don’t fight”. 
Language of this kind restricts 
students’ scope for personal 
development. Moreover, SCS 

uses gender-neutral language. 
When and where appropriate, 
students are encouraged to opt 
for words such as chairperson 
rather than chairman or chair-
woman. We suggest they avoid 
gendered terms like “guys”, 
which may make female stu-
dents feel excluded.

SCS is serious about the 
UN approach to preventing 
school-related gender-based 
violence (SRGBV). All our 
teachers are bound by a code 
of conduct accordingly. They 
must sign it when taking up 
their jobs. It is fully understood 
that male teachers and boys are 
typically the perpetrators of 
SRGBV, so the school encour-
ages them to become champi-

ons in the fight against gender-
based violence. We praise girls 
who report any suspicions to 
the relevant officer. They can 
also use an anonymous com-
ment box. SCS takes part in in-
ternational campaigns to fight 
gender-based violence. One of 
the priorities is to create a safe 
environment for all learners. 
There must be no bullying, no 
corporal punishment and no 
discrimination.

Aware of the disadvan-
tages girls generally face in 
Zambia, SCS has also created 
a Girl Child Education Center 
in another township. We are 
determined to contribute to 
closing existing gender gaps in 
education. (fm)

ZAMBIA

 Lusaka
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Clicktivism

Ghanaian feminists are using social media to 
change public discourse. They refuse to be 
intimidated by hateful responses.

By Kwasi Gyamfi Asiedu

“I didn’t identify as a feminist for a re-
ally long time,” says Nana Ama Agyemang  
Asante. She is a Ghanaian writer and journal-
ist. Although she grew up in a home where 
she was encouraged to question gender ste-
reotypes, Asante didn’t come across words 
like “feminism” or “patriarchy” until she 
was in university. The reason was probably 
that, for a long time, women’s rights activists 
in Ghana preferred to use terms like “wom-
en’s empowerment”, “gender advocacy” or 
simply “human rights” to make their points. 
As Asante recalls, “feminist” was “what men 
called you if they wanted to insult you.”

Nowadays, “feminist” is a term em-
braced by ever more women in Ghana.  
Asante and others were at the forefront of 
reclaiming the term and mainstreaming it. 
An outspoken political and social commen-
tator, Asante was, for a long time, the only 
female co-host of any of Accra’s popular ra-
dio breakfast shows. Though gender equal-
ity is a principle of Ghana’s constitution, 
societal progress has been slow.

Asante is among a new generation of 
feminist activists. They use social-media 
platforms to critique the male-dominated 
society and expose the contradictions of 
patriarchy. Asante says that there are limits 
to what is permitted to say in mainstream 
media. “There are so many things I can do 
at Citi FM, but some views I cannot express 
on the radio,” she reports. Social media is 
the space where she can rant and challenge 
outdated ideas. For her tweets, she has been 
called a witch and a misandrist.

NO PUSSYFOOTING

Other feminists are just as outspoken online. 
“Men who think women belong in the kitch-
en are the same men who want a female doc-
tor when their wife gets pregnant,” read a re-
cent meme posted on Our Collective Vagina 
(OCV). This Facebook page was created by 

Maame Akua Awereba in January 2018. She 
also set up the sister page called Dear Survi-
vor, which allows victims of sexual violence 
to share their stories anonymously.

“I think in many ways, I have always 
been a feminist,” Awereba says. When she 
was a little girl, there were things at school 
or church that made her think “this does 
not make sense”. For example, she recalls 
that girls were taught how to behave in ways 
that would make boys treat them well. Even 
back then, Awereba felt that boys’ behaviour 
should not be seen as girls’ responsibility. In 
the same vein she now insists that rape and 
sexual assault must never be blamed on the 
way a women dresses. Men are responsible 
for men’s actions.

OCV is a “truly feminist” Facebook 
page, its founder says. Awereba started it 
because she felt the information available 
to Ghanaian women was insufficient. “I re-
alised that a lot of feminist platforms here 
were quite diplomatic about the issues, and 
they were basically pussyfooting.” She says 
she is straightforward and wanted a space 
where feminists could express themselves 
without risking to be hounded by people 
who oppose them.

Unlike other feminist pages, OCV does 
not tolerate comments from anti-feminists. 
It does not even accept invitations to de-
bate. OCV deletes, reports, blocks or sim-

ply ignores hateful comments. As Awereba 
explains, the mission of the page is “to put 
out information and give feminists a safe 
space.” OCV is known for dark humour and 
satire.

It does not bother Awereba that crit-
ics accuse her of having created a “feminist 
echo chamber.” She asks rhetorically: “Is it 
not necessary?” As long as men dominate 
social life, she argues, women need safe 
spaces, and the mere fact that this question 
arises at all shows that male dominance is 
a problem.

Social media is a powerful tool. It al-
lows people previously excluded from pub-
lic discourse to find their voices and build 
alliances. On the downside, many people do 
not have access to the internet in Ghana and 
other African countries. High costs and poor 
infrastructure mean that many people can-
not make use of this tool.

Indeed, Ghana’s clicktivist feminists 
tend to be from well-to-do families. Asante’s 
father was a lawyer and a traditional chief, 
so she had a relatively comfortable life. 
Similarly, Awereba’s parents are educated 
professionals. Some say that the privileged 
backgrounds insulated them from the expe-
riences of poorer women who face real gen-
der violence in Ghana, such as rural women 
who are absurdly accused of “witchcraft” 
and banished into inhospitable camps in 
the north of the country.

Such criticism will not silence the 
social-media feminists, however. “I can’t 
help the fact that I was born in a middle 
class home,” Awereba says, and adds that 
she feels duty-bound to use her privilege to 
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fight for those who suffer more. In her eyes, 
one does not have to experience an injus-
tice personally to know it is wrong – and 
fight it.

Another common criticism of click-
tivism is that it does not achieve much on 
the ground. Asante disagrees. She has over 
21,000 Twitter followers, and is convinced 
that online communication reverberates  
offline.

HARSH FEEDBACK

By mid-May, the sharp tongue and witty ap-
proach had won OCV almost 10,000 likes 
on Facebook. However, success has made  
Awereba a target of aggression. That was ev-
ident when OCV and another social-media 
feminist group called Pepper Dem Minis-
tries were at the forefront of a censure cam-
paign in late 2018. They demanded that the 
mobile-phone company Huawei cancel its 
partnership with a popular comedian, who 
had made jokes about sexualised violence 
and earlier had even invited people to post 
“rape techniques” on social media. He also 
works as a primary school teacher, but only 
received a caution letter from the Ghana 
Education Service. OCV and Pepper were 

appalled – and had to face a flood of hateful 
responses.

Asante had a similar experience. Her 
name trended on Ghana’s Twittersphere af-
ter she described as “predatory” the actions 
of a popular actor. The married male actor 
had been filmed making unannounced vis-
its to the dorms of female students at a uni-
versity and surprised them with an unin
vited hug on Valentine’s Day.

Both women have received rape 
threats on social media, and both felt forced 
to take steps to ensure their safety and 
mental wellbeing. Asante considered go-
ing offline, but she decided she would not 
be pushed away by trolls. Awereba has de-
leted all online photos of her son in order to 
protect him, but she too is eager to keep on 

fighting: “Online activism has brought down 
governments,” she says, “it can bring down 
the patriarchy.”

Nana Darkoa Sekyiamah of the Asso-
ciation for Women’s Rights in Development 
(AWID), an international non-governmental 
organisation, appreciates the social-media 
approach to spreading the message. “Femi-
nists know that the personal is political and 
has deep impact on our society,” she points 
out. Online activism benefits teenage girls 
who deserve to understand the society they 
live in and can learn a lot from online role 
models.

LINKS

Nana Ama Ageymang Asante’s twitter feed:

https://twitter.com/justnanaama

Our Collective Vagina:

https://www.facebook.com/OurCollectiveV/

Pepper Dem Ministries:

https://de-de.facebook.com/

PDMunlearningToxicNarratives/

KWASI GYAMFI ASIEDU 

is a Ghanaian journalist. 
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Making sanitary pads

Female teenagers need sanitary pads. All too 
often, access is considered a luxury in Mala-
wi’s rural areas. In many African countries, 
a substantial number of girls drops out of 
school after their menstrual cycle has set in.

By Rabson Kondowe

In the lack of menstrual products, many 
girls miss school when they have their peri-
od. A UNESCO report estimates that at least 
one in ten girls misses school every day in 
sub-Saharan Africa. Far too many girls even 
drop out completely once they begin men-
struating. They are likely to marry early and 
contract HIV/AIDS, continuing a vicious 
cycle of deprivation and misery. The stigma 
and shame surrounding menstrual hygiene 
are a huge challenge. That many schools 
do not have proper toilets compounds the 
problem.

For most girls, the menstruation pe-
riod per month is four to six days. If it starts 
on a Sunday, the student is likely to miss les-
sons for the next five days. On average, a girl 

misses five days per school term. Therefore, 
menstrual health campaigners in Malawi 
are trying to change the narrative and break 
the silence.

Since 80 % of Malawi’s people live in 
rural areas, these campaigners must reach 
out to village teenagers. They teach them 
to make reusable sanitary pads from locally 
available materials such as cotton, pieces of 
cloth and various fabrics. Participants learn 
how to sew the pads.

In the Mulanje District, one of the 
civil-society organisations involved is 
YONECO (Youth Net and Counselling). 
McBain Mkandawire, its executive director, 
says: “We want to make sure that girls are in 
school and they don’t have to miss classes 
once they begin menstruating, we want 
them to have access to sanitary pads in order 
to manage their menstrual processes while 
they still attend classes.”

Mkandawire says that the initiative 
also helps to avoid HIV/AIDS infections. He 
points out that poor girls who desperately 
need money are likely to resort to prosti

tution. By tackling menstrual hygiene, 
YONECO is reducing the financial pressures 
they face. He points out that the sanitary 
pads that are sold in retail shops are often 
unaffordably expensive. The programme 
gets support from the non-governmental 
agency Global Fund through Action Aid and 
Christian Aid.

Self-help is therefore essential. 
YONECO organises adolescents in girl 
clubs. With support from the Global Fund, 
it has taught almost 2,700 girls the neces-
sary skills since 2006. They also distribute 
pads in schools free of charge. Pads are also 
sold at affordable prices in shops. To the 
same extent, this has become an income-
generating activity.

The pads are very easy to use. They 
must be washed after use and can last for 
close to a year, reports Elita Lijoni, one of 
the girls involved. She says that school at-
tendance has improved: “We are happy to 
be dealing with the issue of school dropout 
among girls in our area, we want to make 
sure that they complete their education and, 
thereafter, meaningfully contribute to the 
development of the country.”

Thoko Masauli, another girl in her 
club, says they want to reach out to as many 
schools as possible. “We hope to extend sup-
plying the pads beyond our district.”

LINK

YONECO:

https://yoneco.org

RABSON KONDOWE 

is a journalist based in 

Blantyre in Malawi. He is 

interested in social 

development, health and 

business related stories. 

kondowerabie@gmail.com S
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YONECO organises adolescents in girls’ clubs.

MALAWI
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Front-face customer care

In Nairobi, the bus lines are run by private-
sector companies. Citi Hoppa is one of them. 
Chief executive Judy Thuo emphasises qual-
ity service. She explains why vocational 
training is important, and why it is particularly 
important to provide job opportunities to 
young women.

Judy Thuo interviewed by Hans Dembowski

What difference does vocational training 
make?
It is important in any industry. Staff must 
understand the product, deliver good ser-
vices and keep their skills up to date. Citi 
Hoppa moves human beings around in 
machines. We must keep them safe, so we 
need competent drivers, who know how to 
navigate difficult road conditions and com-
petently interact with other traffic partici-
pants ...

... without appropriate training, they will 
probably try to drive as fast as possible.
Yes, impatience is the character of youth, 
which is why we don’t employ anyone under 
the age of 32 as a driver. Understanding the 
difference between transporting goods and 
people is essential. It is not just about using 
different kinds of vehicles and getting from 
A to B. Comfort matters very much, which 
is why conductors are just as important 
as drivers. They do not merely sell tickets. 
They usher in the passengers and take care 
of them.

How does vocational training change staff 
psychology?
Building self-esteem and self-confidence 
is actually a major part of the training. Our 
industry is semi-informal in Kenya. It is gen-
erally thought to only offer jobs of last op-
portunity. When they start working for us, 
people’s self-esteem is very low. If they do 
not value themselves, however, they will not 
value others, so one of our tasks is to show 
them that they are indeed valued mem-
bers of society. Doing that actually involves 
some rather personal matters, such as what 
clothes to wear or handling their money re-
sponsibly. Typically, they do not have much 

formal education and many come from ru-
ral areas, so they have to adopt urban norms. 
Life is very difficult for them, and they only 
rarely get an opportunity.

Is the situation the same for young women, 
or are they basically expected to marry early 
and raise children?

Yes, I’m afraid that is what awaits the ma-
jority of economically marginalised young 
girls. It makes the outlook even darker that 
they are unlikely to find a prosperous hus-
band. Without an education, young women 
struggle to get good jobs.

Do you focus on hiring women?
We are definitely an equal-opportunity 
employer. After all, I am a woman myself. 
That said, the circumstances are not fami-
ly-friendly. Our shifts either start very early 
in the morning or end very late at night. 
Mothers who must take care of small chil-
dren find it hard to cope with that kind of 
schedule. In our country, however, most of 
them have some kind of help: grandmoth-
ers and other relatives step in. If mothers 

earn money, moreover, they can pay baby-
sitters.

Do you have female drivers?
Yes, we do, but so far, there are only two. It 
is far more common for women to work as 
conductors. We have recently introduced 
a new premium brand. We call it Citi Hoppa 
Next. On these buses, we rely exclusively on 
female conductors. We have thus created 
a special space for female employment. The 
passengers actually appreciate it, because 
women make them feel safe due to women’s 
generally more nurturing outlook. Now we 

could have a long debate on why that is so, 
but for our purposes, it is more important to 
acknowledge that it is so.

Are you trying to hire more female drivers?
Well, we are not deliberately searching 
for them, but if we have a job opening and 
a woman applies, we will certainly consider 
her favourably. Of course, we also employ 
women as accountants and other office jobs.

How do you provide vocational training?
Well, the state of vocational training in 
Kenya is not very good. To improve things, 
the government has introduced technical-
training schools with curricula for plumbers 
or electricians, for example. That policy is 
beginning to deliver results, but there is no P

ho
to

: d
em

Conductor on a Citi Hoppa bus. 
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school for public transport so far. We actual-
ly started our own training facility in 2004, 
where we basically teach people how to work 
as drivers and conductors. We also convey 
some mechanical skills et cetera. The most 
important thing, however, is front-face cus-

tomer care. Our drivers are typically former 
conductors who have a better understand-
ing of what is needed than former truck 
drivers. Our approach is actually quite suc-
cessful, so other transport companies have 
been poaching our staff. Some of those com-
panies have also become involved in our 
training facility, which is good. Ultimately, 
however, I think the government should set 
up a meaningful vocational-training pro-
gramme for our industry.

As a woman in a position of top leadership, 
do you consider yourself a role model?
No, that is not how I see myself. I am a wom-
an, who has had opportunities and was able 

to grasp them. In return, I hope to provide 
others, and in particular women, with op-
portunities.

JUDY THUO 

is the chief executive of Citi 

Hoppa, a bus company in 

Nairobi. It focuses on safety 

and passenger comfort. 

Because of its contribution to making urban 

development more sustainable, it has received 

loans from DEG, the German development 

finance institution. Hans Dembowski met Judy 

Thuo when visiting Nairobi invited by DEG. 

info@citihoppa.co.ke

Better education and training

In developing countries and emerging mar-
kets, a large share of the people work in the 
informal economy. Women are even more 
likely to do so than men. From a develop-
mental viewpoint, relevant questions include: 
How can informal work be made more 
decent and productive? And how can the 
transition to formal employment be facili-
tated?

By Fabian Jacobs

Around 2 billion people in the world work 
in the informal economy. That is more than 
61 % of the world’s economically active pop-
ulation. In South Asia and sub-Saharan Af-
rica, the informal employment ratio is well 
above 80 %. In the industrialised world it is 
only around 18 %.

Marginalised groups and people with 
little education often cannot find formal 
jobs. In many cases, informal work is the only 
option they have for earning a living. The 
informal economy thus secures livelihoods 
and a future to those who have no access 
to formal employment. Moreover, to many 
teenagers and young adults with no formal 
educational or vocational qualifications, in-
formal employment is the only opportunity 
to acquire work experience and skills.

The problem is that the informal econ-
omy is fraught with problems – both at the 
individual and societal levels. For various 
reasons, informal workers are particularly 
at risk of poverty. Because of educational 
shortcomings and insufficient access to 
capital, informal businesses’ productivity 
tends to be low. Accordingly, incomes tend 
to be lower and less secure than in the for-
mal sector. Moreover, informal workers are 
much more exposed to impacts of illnesses 
or disability. Their employers provide no so-
cial protection.

At the same time, the informal econo-
my deprives the state of tax revenues it ur-
gently needs to fund public services. That is 
especially serious in developing countries 
and emerging markets. In the informal sec-
tor, moreover, the scope for state control 
and regulation is small. All too often, inter-
national labour standards (“decent work”) 
are not observed (see Focus section on “In-
formal and formal employment” in D+C/ 
E+Z e-Paper 2017/10).

Globally speaking, there are more 
men than women in informal employment, 
but the opposite is true in developing 
countries and emerging markets. In sub-
Saharan Africa, in particular, women are 
disproportionately likely to be informally 

employed – often in exceptionally pre-
carious conditions. They work as domes-
tic workers, for example, or as members 
of a family that owns a business that they 
contribute to. An important reason is that 
cultural norms tend to restrict women’s 
freedom to work in many places. Unequal 
access to education and training also mat-
ters, of course.

FROM INFORMAL TO FORMAL WORK

Education and training are crucial factors in 
facilitating the transition from informal to 
formal employment. The higher a person’s 
level of education, the less likely that person 
is to be informally employed. The connec-
tion between education and formal employ-
ment has been documented by studies in all 
world regions. More than 90 % of all adults 
in the world with no formal education work 
on an informal basis. Among those who 
have graduated from secondary schools, the 
figure is only around 50 %.

Better occupational skills boost pro-
ductivity in informal businesses, facilitat-
ing higher-quality products and services. 
Vocational training can thus help pave the 
way to formalising a company. On the other 
hand, jobseekers who have acquired formal 
vocational qualifications have proved their 
proficiency and are thus more attractive to 
formal employers. Beyond that, additional 
opportunities of further training and educa-
tion are likely to open up, when trainees at-
tain formal qualifications.

KENYA

 Nairobi
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To reach informal workers, the public 
vocational-training system needs to ensure 
access. Training centres and vocational 
schools often have high enrolment barriers, 
including course fees and educational re-
quirements.

Indirect costs are another challenge. 
Informal workers generally cannot afford 
to forgo their incomes, so they cannot par-
ticipate in full-time training. If they are to 
benefit from what training institutes and 
educational establishments offer, these in-
stitutions must not only provide easier ac-
cess. They must also tailor programmes to 
the needs of the informal sector. One option 
is to set up short-term or evening courses 
that can be attended after work and that ca-
ter to the educational level and to the quali-
fications required by the target group.

Flexible, non-formal training pro-
grammes have poverty-reducing potential. 
This is especially true for women, who often 
must do household chores on top of contrib-
uting to the family income.

Another way to make vocational train-
ing more inclusive is to upgrade existing ap-
prenticeships. A traditional apprenticeship 
is a socially recognised and culturally estab-
lished form of training in small informal en-
terprises. Apprentices work alongside expe-

rienced skilled workers and are thus taught 
the basics of the respective trade or occupa-
tion.

This type of training is widespread 
and sometimes even more relevant than 
the public vocational-training system. This 
is the case in many sub-Saharan countries. 
For youngsters from disadvantaged back-
grounds, in particular, apprenticeships offer 
access to training and employment. A cost-
effective and efficient opportunity to im-
prove employability is to promote and for-
mally recognise traditional training systems 
of this kind. To help gear apprenticeships 
more effectively to modern requirements, it 
can be useful to link on-the-job training to 
class-room lessons in vocational schools.

For apprentices, such link-ups with 
government-run vocational training insti-
tutions has an additional advantage: formal 
certification becomes feasible. The system-
atic provision of further training to those 
who instruct apprentices in informal busi-
nesses will also contribute to raising stand-
ards. Wherever possible, efforts to improve 
apprenticeships should be made in coopera-
tion with local groups and associations that 
exist in the informal economy. Moreover, 
care should be taken to ensure equal access, 
regardless of gender to ensure that women 

can benefit from traditional apprentice-
ships too.

Opportunities for informal workers 
can also be improved by formally recog-
nising and certifying informally acquired 
occupational skills. People working in the 
informal economy generally have lots of 
experience-based knowledge and practical 
skills. To make them more visible, it makes 
sense to verify and testify them. That will 
not only boost people’s self-esteem, but 
also enhance their job-market opportuni-
ties.

LINK

GIZ, 2019: Toolkit – Learning and working in 

the informal economy.

http://www.giz.de/toolkit-informelle-wirtschaft

FABIAN JACOBS 

worked on the GIZ “Toolkit 

– Learning and working in the 

informal economy”, which 

provides an overview of 

vocational training in the informal economy. In 

addition to background information, the toolkit 

presents tried and tested approaches. 

fabian-jacobs@hotmail.de
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Creative and committed

Young Arab women have very diverse female 
role models. They encounter many of them 
via social media in the whole of the Arab 
world.

By Mona Naggar

If you ask young Arab women about their 
role models, the answers are very diverse. 
To be picked as a positive role model from 
the Arab world, various aspects seem to be 
important – including civic and social en-
gagement, individuality, creativity, but also 
good looks.

Rahma Al Tamimi is 25 years old. She 
studied social work and is now a youth tu-
tor for a civil-society organisation in Irbid, 
a town in northern Jordan. She says Nada 
Nasser is her role model. She knows her 
from the internet.

Nasser is Kuwaiti and very creative. 
She designs fashion, writes books and is 
active on social media. She has more than 
90,000 followers on Twitter. Nasser writes 
clever tweets about her daily experiences 
with the people around her, but she also 
voices self-doubt and is critical of society. 
Nasser is good-looking and has no qualms 
about making private issues public. She dis-
plays vulnerabilities, but also musters the 
courage to make herself heard in a conserva-
tive society, where even educated and active 
women still face many obstacles.

This mix fascinates Tamimi in Jor-
dan. The young woman is ambitious and 
dreams of becoming a well-known writer 
with a large readership. Like her paragon, 
Tamimi uses social media and already has 
more than 5,000 followers on Facebook. 
She feels encouraged by other women who 
try to assert themselves in restrictive sur-
roundings.

For young Palestinians, combative fig-
ures in particular serve as female role mod-
els. A well-known example is Ahed Tamimi, 
the Palestinian schoolgirl who protested 
against the occupation and was jailed by the 
Israeli army for several months in 2017. Pal-
estinian artists who are politically active are 
often seen as role models too, for instance 
the late singer and activist Rim Banna. For 

many years, she fought her cancer. Even af-
ter chemotherapy, her pictures were often 
seen in the streets of Ramallah.

Another Palestinian role model is  
Dalal Abu Amneh, a 36-year-old scientist 
and singer. She is successful in both her jobs 
beyond Palestine.

A more recent role model is Alaa Salah 
from Sudan. Earlier this year, she became 
a symbol of Sudanese people’s demand 
for freedom. At a rally in Khartoum, the 
22-year-old had spontaneously climbed on 
a car and started to chant slogans in front 
of the crowd. Photos show a courageous 
and beautiful young woman with big ear-
rings and wrapped in a traditional white 
shawl. Internationally, she now embodies 
the resistance of the Sudanese against the 
dictatorship, in particular the resistance of 
women against political oppression and dis-
crimination.

Salah likes to refer to Sudanese his-
tory. The reason is that women used to have 
a strong role there. She claims her country’s 
past for herself, thus creating a new idea of 
female identity and wrenching the privilege 
of interpreting historical power relations 
away from men.

Indeed, female figures from Islamic 
and even pre-Islamic times keep serving as 
role models. These historical women tend 
to combine several characteristics as well: 
creativity, individuality and sometimes also 
political engagement.

Women in the Arab world are often 
oppressed and discriminated against. But 
young women in particular are reconsider-
ing their position. They look for new female 
role models who are strong, resourceful, 
educated and assertive. This is a good sign 
for the future.

MONA NAGGAR 

is a journalist and media 

trainer. She lives in Beirut, 

Lebanon. 
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Criminal girls

Not much is known about the gender dynam-
ics of organised crime groups. Teenagers 
and children are often affected, as compara-
tive research from Bangladesh and China 
shows.

By Sally Atkinson-Sheppard

At first glance, Bangladesh and China are 
very different countries. According to the 
World Bank’s criteria, China is an upper 
middle-income country. By contrast, Bang-
ladesh is the largest least-developed country 
according to UN classifications. Confucian-
ism underpins Chinese culture, while Bang-
ladesh is a majority Muslim country. Under 
colonial rule, Bangladesh was part of Brit-
ish India. While imperial powers exploited 
China in the 19th and early 20th century, the 
country was always nominally independent.

Yet there are similarities. Both coun-
tries faced fundamental change in the 1970s. 
Bangladesh won independence from Pa-
kistan in a bloody liberation war in 1971. In 
China, the Cultural Revolution and Mao’s 
leadership ended in 1976. Both countries also 
experience high levels of organised crime.

In Bangladesh, organised crime 
groups are led by “mastaans”. These groups 
often operate in collusion with state agen-
cies and offer social protection to those 
living in slums or on the streets. In China, 

organised crime groups also act in alliance 
with corrupt politicians and the police, pro-
viding illicit livelihoods to those who work 
for them.

In both countries, large numbers of 
children are marginalised. Street children 
are among the top social concerns in both 
countries. In Bangladesh, millions of chil-
dren live on the streets or in slums. In China, 
street children tend to be migrants who have 
moved to cities in search of work and are de-
nied the rights of people who are formally 
registered as residents of these urban areas.

It is important to consider the gender 
dynamics of criminal groups. The similari-
ties between both places are interesting. 
Our research focused on organised crime 
in Dhaka and several places in mainland  
China. Typically, gangs mainly consist of 
male members, and the bosses are usually 
male. We found only one female boss, the 
wife of a Bangladeshi mastaan who took 
over the responsibilities for running the 
group.

In Bangladesh, it is boys and young 
men who are most likely to become em-
broiled in the lower echelons of crime 
groups. They conduct what I consider to 
be “illicit labour”, engaging in a variety of 
criminal and violent actions on the streets. 
This kind of “work” is dangerous, but the 
young people involved in this illicit labour 

lack any other alternatives (see my contri-
bution in the Focus section of D+C/E+Z e-
Paper 2018/04).

Girls, on the other hand, are more likely 
to be involved in sex work and to become the 
victims of sexual exploitation. When girls do 
partake in illicit labour, it is largely in sup-
port of wider activities of crime groups, and 
the boys and men that work for them.

A social worker who works with street 
children in southern China described the 
differences between girls’ and boys’ expe-
riences on the streets: “Because of the low 
education level and lack of professional 
skills, street children are very likely to en-
gage in illegal activities.” After dropping out 
of school, many girls make a living as prosti-
tutes. It is not uncommon for their mothers 
to work in the sex business too. The social 
worker reported that some teenage boys and 
girls live together, renting cheap accommo-
dations. “The girls sell their body, and boys 
steal and work for the older bosses.” Similar 
patterns are evident in Bangladesh too.

MISLEADING THE POLICE

There are other ways in which Bangladeshi 
gangs use girls. Girls and young women in-
creasingly engage in illicit labour on behalf 
of the mastaan groups. One young Bangla-
deshi male informed us that mastaan groups 
are aware of the police clamping down hard-
er on boys than on girls. Therefore, the mas-
taans convince girls – rather than boys – to 
do things like sell drugs, steal things or spy 
on other criminal groups.

Another young person explained why: 
“If any girl is caught by the police with drugs 
she has a much better chance of getting off 
than boys (…). She will try to convince the 
police that she is a good girl, and even if the 
police don’t believe her, she is likely to get 
a lawyer at the police station.”

This suggests that girls are less likely 
than boys to face criminal prosecution and 
reflects prevailing gender stereotypes in 
Bangladeshi society.

Yaba, a drug that consists of methyl-
amphetamine and caffeine, is a popular 
drug in Bangladesh, though it is illegal. 
Gang members report that organised crime 
groups increasingly use female recruits as 
drug dealers; a specific mechanism to avoid 
police prosecution. An interesting question 
arises: Will the girl drug sellers of today be-
come the women dealers of the future? P
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Teenage sex workers in Tangail in Bangladesh. 
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WOMEN’S ROLE IN HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Another category of organised crime in 
which women play important roles is human 
trafficking and kidnapping. A gang member 
in Bangladesh said: “An older woman will 
kidnap a young girl and sell her abroad or to 
a different place here.” It is easier for women 
than for men to win a girl’s trust and then 
abuse it. All too often, young women are 
forced into prostitution or bonded labour.

Research in China revealed a simi-
lar picture. Young migrant women and the 
daughters of migrant parents are often traf-

ficked into sex work or forced to do low paid 
work in beauty salons or Karaoke bars. The 
data showed that this typically facilitate 
a girl’s entry into sex work. One social work-
er explained that “middle-aged women co-
erce girls into selling sex”. Women are thus 
both victims and perpetrators of gender-
specific crimes.

Overall, the nature of organised crime 
groups needs further research. Mafia organ-
isations are, by their very nature, not trans-
parent, so it is difficult to understand the 
nature of these groups. The similarities be-
tween the two seemingly different countries 
suggests that more comparative research 
could lead to important insights. This in-
cludes a wider exploration of the role that 
men and women play in criminal groups 
and how young people become embroiled 
in the lower echelons of these criminal en-
terprises, as both victims and offenders.

It is important to interview the chil-
dren and teenagers themselves. The voices 
of children help us to better understand or-
ganised crime and the roles that girls and 
boys play, as both are victims and offenders 
in these criminal groups. Gender differences 

are important; and understanding them 
matters if the violence and exploitation that 
criminal groups commit is to be tackled ef-
fectively. One should not forget: young per-
petrators are guilty of serious crimes, but 
they are also victims themselves.
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GENDER SOCIALISATION

Use the gender lens

The SDGs were adopted by all member 
states of the UN. A UNESCO report on gen-
der equality in education demands that 
action must follow words. The authors pro-
pose using a “gender lens” to bring attention 
to social inequalities and reduce them.

By Cema Tork

In 2018, UNESCO published its sixth gender 
review in the context of the Global Educa-
tion Monitoring Report. The idea is to track 
progress towards the UN Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). This agenda commits 
to the principle that men and women must 
benefit equally from development. The  
UNESCO report focuses on SDG 4 (“ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education 
and promote lifelong learning opportunities 
for all”) and SDG 5 (“achieve gender equality 
and empower all women and girls”).

The good news is that overall, the 
world has achieved parity in all levels of 
education except for tertiary education. The 
bad news is that there are disparities at na-
tional and regional levels, which get worse 
at higher levels of education.

The report extends beyond comparing 
the number of boys and girls in classrooms. 
Instead, the first part deals with the criti-
cal issues which cause gender disparities 
in education, including health, water and 
sanitation. The second part explores in-
centives and retribution measures that can 
serve SDG achievement. Ideally, govern-
ments and schools should make sure that 
standards are followed, and independent 
institutions – such as journalists, courts and 
NGOs – should monitor and judge their per-
formance.

WHAT STILL NEEDS TO BE DONE?

The report introduces the term “gender 
lens”. It means that gender should be con-
sidered in every aspect of life. The goal is to 
recognise and address discrimination. In 
regard to education, relevant domains in-
clude:

●● gender norms,
●● values and attitudes,

●● non-educational institutions,
●● laws and policies,
●● distribution of resources and
●● teaching and learning practices.

For instance, the report uses a gender 
lens to scrutinise the lack of women in lead-
ership positions worldwide. Across all OECD 
countries, women are the majority of lower 
secondary teachers with 68 %, but only hold 
45 % of principal positions. The discrepancy 
between male and female leadership gener-
ally increases with the level of schooling. In 
Rwanda, for example, women make up 30 % 
of primary school principals and 19 % of sec-

ondary school principals. The authors argue 
that without equal female representation 
at every level – from school committees to 
legislative bodies – women’s influence is sti-
fled, at least to some degree. They warn this 
can slow down and sometimes even prevent 
any progress towards equality.

Commendably, the UNESCO authors 
turn the gender lens upon the UN. They 
recognise that the UN, which facilitates and 
partially funded the study, is a role model 
and want it to implement its ideals as a “cru-

cial first step” towards equality. The UN, of 
course, has not achieved gender equity in 
leadership.

The report demands that UN, multilat-
eral agencies and national governments cre-
ate more space for women in top leadership 
positions. To achieve this, the report out-
lines the successful use of quotas in coun-
tries such as Sweden, Italy and Uganda. The 
use of quotas in these countries has led to 
more women in top jobs – and sometimes to 
more educated and better qualified leaders. 
Quota enforcement brought countries clos-
er to meeting their targets. Women in lead-
ership, furthermore, are role models who 
encourage girls to aim just as high as boys.

The report points out that gender 
equality in education is not an isolated top-
ic. It is interconnected with all other spheres 
of society. Thus as gender equality improves 

in education, it also improves in health, gov-
ernment representation, the workforce et ce-
tera. According to the authors, whether one 
is a student, parent, teacher, government 
official, woman or man, one must view edu-
cation and policy through the gender lens – 
and then take action to improve matters.

LINK

Global Education Monitoring Report:

https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/2018_
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Michelle Bachelet, 

the UN high 

commissioner for 

human rights and 

former president of 

Chile, is a rare 

example of female 

leadership at 

national and 

international levels. 
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