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Key Findings

Inclusion of women in national legislatures has pos-
itive policy outcomes for children. Global analyses,
and the Rwanda case in particular, indicate that
female legislators are more likely than their male
colleagues to prioritize children’s rights and family
health and welfare.

Female parliamentarians in Rwanda are seen by
colleagues as the “natural” guardians of children’s
rights because of their experience as mothers. They
have used this presumed moral authority to mobi-
lize support for children’s protection.

The larger the number of women in a legislature,
the more likely it is that they will be effective in ad-
vocating for children. As their numbers have risen,
reaching and surpassing critical mass, female parlia-
mentarians in Rwanda have been increasingly asser-
tive in their legislative agenda to protect children.

The Forum of Rwandan Women Parliamentarians
(FFRP), a cross-party caucus, has been the vehicle
through which women parliamentarians have advo-
cated for legislation protecting children. Women’s
parliamentary caucuses are a valuable organizing
tool, essential for increasing women’s strength and
effectiveness in legislatures.

As women’s numbers in Rwanda’s parliament have
increased and the FFRP has matured, its ability to
influence policy has increased.

Women parliamentarians have been vital in promot-
ing children’s interests in Rwanda. Their leadership
is demonstrated by three pieces of legislation:

a. In 1999, they took the lead in advocating for
legislation that established women and girls’
rights to inheritance and succession.

b. In 2001, they helped pass the “Law Relating to
the Rights and Protection of the Child against

Violence.”

c.  In2006, they drafted and introduced a gender-
based violence bill that places special emphasis
on crimes against children.



Introduction:

Investments in Women Lead to Investments in Children®

Women were elected to nearly 50 percent of seats in
Rwanda’s lower house of parliament in 2003, vaulting
Rwanda to the top of the world rankings of women’s
political representation.” The country presents a unique
opportunity to examine legislative behavior in an insti-
tution that has nearly equal representation of men and
women. Building on evidence from around the world
and examining the Rwandan case in particular, this pa-
per argues that when empowered
and present in significant num-
bers, female legislators defend
and protect vulnerable groups,

especially children.

legislative behavior in an

Theoreticians and  practitio-
ners have long argued that un-
til they are present in numbers
large enough to have a collective
voice—until there is a “critical
mass” of at least 30 percent—
women’s ability to make an impact in male-dominated
institutions will be limited.” Advocates have pursued
this target percentage in a variety of ways, such as
endorsing it in the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action,
which states that women should occupy 30 percent of all
decision-making positions.?

and women.

Commitments related to female political participa-
tion in Africa include the Outcome Document of the
Twenty-third Special Session
of the United Nations General
Assembly Special Session on
the Implementation of the Bei-
jing Platform for Action (2000)
and the Protocol to the African
Charter on Human and Peoples’
Rights on the Rights of Women
in Africa (2003). Yet despite
these policy commitments, few countries in the world
have achieved critical mass, and none surpass Rwanda’s
percentage of women in parliament.

Research demonstrates that, when economically empow-
ered, women make decisions that positively affect chil-

2 A version of this report was submitted to UNICEF as a back-
ground paper titled, “The Impact of Women Legislators on Policy
Outcomes Affecting Children and Families,” for the 2007 State
of the World’s Children report, Women and Children: The Dou-
ble Dividend of Gender Equality. It can be found online at http://

www.unicef.org/sowc07/.

The country presents a unique

opportunity to examine

institution that has nearly

equal representation of men

Investments in women are
far more likely to benefit
children than the same

investments in men.

dren and families. Studies also reveal that investments in
women are far more likely to benefit children than the
same investments in men.* In its review of relevant data,
the World Bank confirms that, “Additional resources and
bargaining power in the hands of women have a greater
impact on expenditure allocations toward the next gen-
eration—such as on education, health, and nutrition—
than additional resources in the hands of men.”s

For example, global evidence
shows that when household in-
come is controlled by women,
it affects family health at a sig-
nificantly greater level than if
the same income is controlled
by men. In fact, the impact of
female income on child survival
outcomes has been demonstrated
to be up to 20 times larger than
the effect of male income.® A
study on the outcome of Grameen Bank micro lending
to male and female borrowers in Bangladesh discovered
that lending to women had significant effects on all six
areas studied,” including schooling of boys and girls,
while lending to men produced an effect only on house-
hold expenditure.”

Similarly, data indicate that improvements in the educa-
tion of mothers have long-term advantages for the edu-
cation and health of children.
The level of women’s education
can be a “better predictor of
child health than even indica-
tors such as the socioeconomic
status of the family”™ and pro-
duces benefits for children across
an impressive range of outcomes.
Educated women are more likely
to use prenatal health care; give birth at full term; have
a child with fewer learning disabilities; provide bet-
ter health care for children; ensure better linguistic,
social, physical, and intellectual development of chil-
dren; provide greater school-readiness for children;
enroll and keep children in school; and have smaller
families.? Authors of a 63-country study cited female
education as the most important determinant in levels
of child malnutrition, having more impact than even

b The six outcome variables were girls’ schooling, boys’ schooling,
women’s labor supply, men’s labor supply, per capita total expendi-
tures, and women’s nonland assets.



such factors as per capita food availability." Women’s
education is, in fact, “estimated to be responsible for al-
most 43 percent of the total reduction in child malnutri-

tion that took place from 1970 to 1995."

Given the evidence that investments in women result in
improvements in the lives of children, it is reasonable to
conclude that the inclusion of women in national legis-
latures would result in positive policy outcomes for chil-
dren and families. In fact, scholars in the field of women
and politics have documented that female legislators are
more likely than male legislators to emphasize concerns
related to children and families. For example, a 2000
survey of female members of parliament (MPs) around
the world revealed that they prioritized areas such as
human welfare, family health, and defense of weaker
members of society.’?

A study of legislators in Colom-
bia, Costa Rica, and Argentina
found that sex was a significant
variable in determining how is-
sues of women’s equality, chil-
dren, and families would be pri-
oritized.”* Although both men
and women legislators felt that children and families
were important, the study revealed a 15 percent differ-
ence between men and women who believed that such
issues were “very important.” Seventy-nine percent of
women placed children and family policies in the “high
priority” or “very high priority” category compared with
only 66 percent of men. The same study discovered that
women were more likely to introduce bills dealing with
children and family issues and that these bills accounted
for a larger percentage of the total bills women initiated
than they did for men. A similar pattern can be found in
Honduras, where, although women were no more likely
than men to initiate bills related to children and family,
female legislators were much more likely to participate
in debates on bills concerning these issues.’* Likewise,
female parliamentarians in New Zealand proved much
more likely to initiate discussion on childcare and pa-
rental leave than male parliamentarians.’s

Female leadership in such debates increases as the
numbers of women in parliament increase, support-
ing the hypothesis that these issues are particularly af-
fected by a critical mass of female representatives. Sue

Female legislators are more
likely than male legislators to
emphasize concerns related to

children and families.

Thomas’ 1991 study of state legislatures in the United
States found that in legislatures with higher percentages
of female legislators, women were more likely to give
priority to issues of women, children, and family than
they were in states where they had fewer fellow female
legislators.”® Bearing in mind this data, what follows is
an investigation of three pieces of legislation in Rwanda
that aim to protect children. The role of women parlia-
mentarians in promoting, and in one case drafting, the
legislation are discussed.

Research Methodology

This paper investigates the impact of Rwandan female
parliamentarians on legislation related to children’s
rights. It argues that women
have set a child-friendly agenda
in parliament and are leaders in
child protection issues. The re-
search is based on in-depth in-
terviews with male and female
parliamentarians, with practi-
tioners in the field of child wel-
fare, and with representatives of
the international community in Rwanda. It also draws
on analysis of legislation and policies related to children,
content analysis of local newspapers, and participant-
observation research by the author, who directed a
three-year women’s leadership project in the country.
That project, which provided financial and technical
support to female parliamentarians, allowed for signifi-
cant access to parliament and its members but is also a
potential source of bias when evaluating the impact of
female parliamentarians.

Report Structure

This report is in two parts. The first part describes the
role and progress of women in Rwanda’s transitional
parliament, constitution drafting process, and 2003
parliamentary elections in order to demonstrate their
increasing influence. Part two outlines the steps female
parliamentarians have taken to address the needs and
rights of children through three pieces of legislation.
The conclusion presents some of the challenges ahead,
particularly with implementation of the legislation.



Part One: Women in Rwanda’s Parliament

Rwandan women were fully enfranchised and granted
the right to stand for election in 1961 when the coun-
try gained independence from Belgium. The first female
parliamentarian began serving in 1965;'7 however, be-
fore the civil war in the early 1990s and the genocide in
1994, Rwandan women never held more than 18 percent
of seats in the country’s parliament.’®

During the post-genocide transitional period, from 1994
to 2003, the Transitional National Assembly was a uni-
cameral body. Parliamentarians were appointed by their
political parties according to proportions that had been
determined by the Arusha Accord. The ruling Rwandan
Patriotic Front (RPF) consistently appointed women to
nearly 50 percent of the seats that it controlled. Other
political parties in the transitional government lagged
behind in their appointment of women. Women there-
fore never constituted more than 25.7 percent of parlia-
ment during that period.” It was the election of 2003
that saw women elected to nearly 50 percent of seats in
the lower house.

Progress of Women Parliamentarians

Creation of the Forum of Rwandan
Women Parliamentarians

In 1996, temale parliamentarians formed the multiparty
and multi-ethnic Forum of Rwandan Women Parlia-
mentarians (FFRP). All female parliamentarians are
members of this caucus, which is a model in cross-party
cooperation. The FFRP works across party lines on is-
sues of common importance to women. As Member of
Parliament Connie Bwiza Sekamana explained, “When
it comes to the Forum, we unite as women, irrespective
of political parties. So we don’t think of our parties; [we
think of] the challenges that surround us as women.”°

In the words of Sekamana, members of the FFRP view
their work as a contribution to “changing the concept
and thinking of the Rwandese society” and combating
the “mentality whereby ... to be a woman in our society
meant to be a nobody.”" In the first years of its existence,
the FFRP advocated on behalf of Rwandan women and
built the capacity of its participants. In recent years, the
FFRP has become increasingly focused on its legisla-
tive role and on constituent service. The caucus reviews
existing laws and introduces amendments to discrimi-
natory statutes, examines proposed laws for gender
sensitivity, and conducts meetings and trainings with

women’s groups to sensitize and advise the population

about legal rights.

A hallmark of the FFRP’s work has been its use of con-
sultative processes—both internally and externally with
constituents. This finding is in line with research show-
ing that relationship building with constituencies is a
strength of female legislators internationally.c In partic-
ular, the FFRP frequently employs site visits to conduct
research and inform its work. Member of Parliament
Liberate Kayitesi gives an example: “Recently, we con-
ducted some field tours and we went in different centers
for vulnerable children and orphanages. The aim was to
see with our eyes what those centers were doing and find
out ways and means to support them in their work.”?

2003 Constitution

In 2000, nearing the end of its post-genocide transi-
tional period, Rwanda established a 12-member Con-
stitutional Commission and drafted a new constitution.
Three members of the commission were women, includ-
ing Judith Kanakuze, who was also the only representa-
tive of civil society. A long-time activist and leader of
a non-governmental organization (NGO), Kanakuze
played an important role as a “gender expert” within
the Commission ranks and as a liaison to her primary
constituency—the women’s movement.*3

The Commission was charged with drafting the con-
stitution and with taking the draft to the population
in a series of consultations designed to solicit input and
sensitize citizens to the document’s significance and
principle ideas.** As scholar Vivien Hart described, “In
2002, members of the Rwanda drafting commission
and thousands of trained assistants fanned out to spend
six months in the provinces, so that constitutional edu-
cation and discussion could become an integral part of
community life.””s Though political elites controlled the
content and process of the consultations with the largely
illiterate population, it was—at least on the face of it—a
participatory process that allowed for significant input
by women and women’s organizations.

The women’s movement mobilized around the draft-
ing of the constitution to ensure that equality became a

¢ Foradetailed discussion of the FFRP’s consultative approach, see:
Pearson, Elizabeth. “Demonstrating Legislative Leadership: The
Introduction of Rwanda’s Gender-Based Violence Bill,” The Ini-
tiative for Inclusive Security, Hunt Alternatives Fund, forthcom-
ing April 2008.



Judith Kanakuze (left) was a member of the 2003 Constitutional Commission before her election to Parliament.

Photo credit: Swanee Hunt

cornerstone of the new document. An umbrella organi-
zation, Collectifs Pro-Femmes/Twese Hamwe, and its
member NGOs brought pressure to bear on the process
and carefully coordinated efforts with female parliamen-
tarians and the Ministry of Gender and Women in De-
velopment (MIGEPROFE). These organizations carried
out a lobbying campaign and disseminated information
about the draft constitution to women and women’s orga-
nizations throughout the country, holding consultations,
meetings, and trainings on the proposed provisions.

The document that emerged is remarkably progressive
on gender issues. Kanakuze has called the new consti-
tution a “major watershed” for women. Enshrining the
ideal of equality, the constitution makes provisions to
“eradicate” the historic “barriers that prevent women
from participating in decisionmaking.”® It is important

to note, however, that although the constitution is pro-
gressive in terms of equal rights, gender equality, and
women’s representation, it is limited in other important
ways. Specific concerns have been raised, for example,
about restrictions on freedom of speech around ethnic-
ity and about the seven-year presidential term.

Rwanda’s new constitution was formally adopted in May
2003.?7 The preamble cites human rights instruments
and conventions to which Rwanda is a signatory, includ-
ing the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the
Convention on the Rights of the Child.

The constitution establishes a 30 percent quota for
women’s participation in the legislature, the other two



branches of government, and all “decision-making
organs:™®

 Title I, Chapter 2, Article 9 states that the repre-
sentation of women is a fundamental principle and
commits to building “a state governed by the rule of
law, a pluralistic democratic government, equality
of all Rwandans and between women and men re-
flected by ensuring that women are granted at least
thirty percent of posts in decision-making organs;”

+ Title IV, Chapter 2, Sub-section 2, Article 76
specifies reserved seats in
the Chamber of Deputies,
including 24 reserved seats
for women; and

+ Title IV, Chapter 3, Sub-
section 3, Article 82 sets
forth the quota of 30 per-
cent women in the Senate
and states that “the organs
responsible for the nomination of Senators shall
take into account national unity and equal repre-
sentation of both sexes.”™?

the country’s commitment

in governance.

The constitution solidified the country’s commitment
to women’s participation in governance; it provided the
women’s movement, and women parliamentarians in
particular, with greater legitimacy and momentum go-
ing into the 2003 elections.

2003 Parliamentary Elections

The constitutional guarantee of 30 percent women in
parliament was exceeded in the 2003 elections. Women
were elected 45.3 percent of parliamentarians. This num-
ber greatly exceeds the average of 17.5 percent women’s
participation in national parliaments worldwide and the
average of 17.9 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa.3°

In the lower house, or Chamber of Deputies, there are
80 members serving five-year terms, 53 of whom are di-
rectly elected to represent political parties in a propor-
tional representation system. The other 27 seats are con-
tested in the following manner: 24 members are elected
by the National Women’s Council, two are elected by
the National Youth Council, and one is elected by the
Federation of the Associations of the Disabled.

The 24 seats reserved for women are contested in wom-
en-only elections—that is, only women can stand for

10

The constitution solidified

to women'’s participation

election and only women can vote. In addition to the 24
set-asides in the Chamber of Deputies, the 2003 elec-
tions saw an additional 15 women elected in openly-
competed seats for a total of 39 out of 80, or 48.8 percent
of seats in the lower house.

The upper house of the new bicameral legislature, the
Senate, has 26 members serving eight-year terms. Some
Senators are elected by local government representatives.
Others are appointed by the president and other institu-
tions such as the national university. Women hold nine
of 26 seats (34.6 percent) in the Senate.3

A Five-Year Plan and

A Ten-Year Anniversary

In 2005, under the leadership
of Judith Kanakuze,! the FFRP
adopted a five-year strategic plan
to guide its activities through
2009 and achieve its goal of de-
veloping “policies, laws, programs, and practices [that
ensure] equality between men and women and gender
equity.”?” Based on an internal needs assessment and a
lengthy, consultative drafting process, the strategic plan
was developed to address four “axis” or priority areas:
building the institutional and organizational capacity
of the FFRP; enhancing gender equality within parlia-
ment; initiating gender-sensitive laws; and improving
gender-based governmental oversight.33 The plan has
received significant international support from develop-
ment partners such as the United National Development
Programme (UNDP). As noted above, 'The Initiative for
Inclusive Security provided financial and technical sup-

port for implementation of the strategic plan in 2006
and 2007.

The strategic plan is explicit about female parliamen-
tarians’ roles in addressing children’s needs. Among its
objectives, the plan commits the FFRP to “promoting
the welfare of the Rwandan woman in general and the
women and children survivors of the 1994 Genocide
and massacres in particular,” developing “strategies to
implement laws and recommendations enacted [with
respect to] women and children,” and “prevent[ing] and
eradicat[ing] violence against women and children.”*

4 Kanakuze was elected to parliament in 2003 on the women’s bal-
lot. In 2004, she assumed the presidency of the FFRP for a three-
year term. In 2007, a new president, Deputy Speciose Mukandu-
tiye, was elected to lead the FFRP.



FFRP Strategic Plan 2005—2009

Axis Priority Areas

One Building the “institutional and organizational capacity” of the FFRP

Two Enhancing gender equality within the parliament’s “mission and structure”
Three Initiating “gender-sensitive laws”

Four Improving gender-based oversight of government “actions and budgets”

In February 2007, the FFRP hosted an international
conference in Kigali on “Gender, Nation Building, and
the Role of Parliaments.”¢ Also an official celebration
of the FFRP’s tenth anniversary, the conference was
attended by female lawmakers from around the world
and showcased Rwanda’s first-in-the-world status with
regard to women’s representation. The conference high-
lighted Rwanda’s success in modeling a democratic
transition in which gender-sensitive policies played a
central role. Codified in a document entitled “The Ki-
gali Declaration on Gender, Nation Building and the
Role of Parliaments,” the conference proceedings in-
clude recommendations for governments, parliaments,
women parliamentarians, the private sector, civil soci-
ety, and multilateral organizations concerning “the cen-

¢ At the time of writing, the conference’s Web site was still active at

http://www.rwandawomen-mp.org/Conf2007/.

trality of gender equity to social, economic, and political
development.™s The attendance of two heads of state,
Rwandan President Paul Kagame and Liberian Presi-
dent Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, provided high-level atten-
tion to the Rwandan female parliamentarians and their
policy priorities. The conference, which demonstrated
the convening power of the FFRP, illustrated the gains
made by women since the genocide.

Analysis has shown that for female lawmakers to have a
political impact, they must have strong links with civil
society and the ability to create networks. A robust par-
liamentary caucus such as the FFRP is thus an “impor-
tant step” toward women’s political effectiveness.’® The
next section of this paper demonstrates how female par-
liamentarians in Rwanda—as the strength of their cau-
cus and their numbers have grown—have been increas-
ingly able to influence policy outcomes for children.

11



Part Two: Women Parliamentarians—
Acting on Behalf of Rwanda’s Children

Rwanda is currently ranked 161 out of 177 countries
on the United Nations Development Programme’s Hu-
man Development Index37 A
poor country, it faced enormous
development challenges even
before its civil war and 1994
genocide. That crisis exacerbated
the situation and created new
problems, especially for chil-
dren. More than half of Rwan-

da’s population is under the age

children whose families

Many orphans, and those

cannot support them end up in
Rwanda'’s few urban centers as

“street children,” where they are

A 1996 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
study found that 96 percent of Rwandan children had
witnessed the 1994 massacres
and 80 percent had lost at least
one family member; hundreds
of thousands were orphaned.3?
Since the genocide, many more

have been orphaned by HIV/
AIDS.

Many orphaned children are

of 18.3% Given that the country
now faces poverty and under-
development coupled with the

at risk of physical and sexual
violence, forced prostitution,

and exploitation.

heads of households struggling
to care for younger siblings and
foster other orphans. There are

aftermath of violent conflict, life
is difficult and dangerous for the
majority of children.

Millions of Rwandans were killed or displaced in 1994,

leaving behind parentless and traumatized children.

Rwanda, ranked 161 out of 177 countries on the UNDP
Human Development Index, is a very difficult place to be a child.
Photo credit: Swanee Hunt
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an estimated 101,000 children

heading 42,000 households in
Rwanda, one of the largest proportions in the world of
children raising other children.*> Many orphans, and
those children whose families cannot support them
because of acute poverty, end up in Rwanda’s few ur-
ban centers as “street children,” where they are at risk
of physical and sexual violence, forced prostitution, and
exploitation.

In a 2003 report, Human Rights Watch asserted that
too little is being done for the most vulnerable in Rwan-
dan society:

Perhaps the most devastating legacy of the geno-
cide and war is the sheer number of children left
on their own, and the government’s failure to
protect them from abuse and exploitation. On
Rwanda’s green hills, up to 400,000 children—10
percent of Rwandan children—struggle to survive
without one or both parents. Children who were
orphaned in the genocide or in war, children or-
phaned by AIDS, and children whose parents are
in prison on charges of genocide, alike, are in des-
perate need of protection ... Government officials
have done little to protect these children’s rights,
instead trusting that extended families will care
for them. But traditional societal networks have
been severely eroded by poverty, the HIV/AIDS
epidemic, and, not least, the consequences of the
genocide and war.*"

This critique of government officials notwithstanding,
an examination of parliamentary activity reveals that
the women consistently have prioritized children and
advanced child-friendly legislation. Their efforts cor-



roborate research from around the world demonstrating
that “when children are marginalized in the post-con-
flict environment, women are most often the actors that
address their needs.™?

Women Parliamentarians Advance
Child-Friendly Legislation

The parliament of Rwanda’s capacity to draft and intro-
duce legislation is limited. The executive branch initiates
the vast majority of bills, which move from the cabinet
to parliament. An early analysis of parliament asserted
that the body was forced into a “largely reactive mode”
in the first six-month period after the 2003 elections
and the constituting of the new, bicameral body.*> The
causes were the sheer number of bills necessary to bring
existing legislation in line with the new constitution, a
sense of “urgency” on the part of the executive branch,
and also the fact that the parliament “relinquished some
of its Constitutional authority in the face of pressure
from the executive branch.™#

The reactionary behavior continues. As one male par-
liamentarian interviewed for this study explained, “For
the past two years, we were busy
with all these laws [from the ex-
ecutive] just falling on our heads
... We were in reaction mode,

Female parliamentarians

Despite these constraints, female parliamentarians
have demonstrated legislative leadership and, in par-
ticular, have advanced the rights of children. During
the transitional period following the 1994 genocide, a
MIGEPROFE-led commission reviewed existing laws
and noted provisions that discriminated against wom-
en.* Identifying these instances of discrimination made
it possible to then amend the laws in parliament. For
example, laws on nationality and citizenship were not
gender equitable in that children born to a Rwandan
man and a foreign woman were automatically Rwandan
citizens, while children born to a Rwandan woman and
a foreign man had to wait until age 18 to apply for citi-
zenship.*® Female legislators in the transitional parlia-
ment helped lead the effort to address these discrimina-
tory statutes.

Also during the review process, women pointed out reg-
ulations that listed children on the father’s identity card
but not the mother’s, which created difficulty if the father
died or abandoned the family and the mother wanted
to access social services for her children or claim insur-
ance benefits.#? If a man had more than one wife, these
record-keeping practices meant that it was impossible
to distinguish which children belonged to which wife,
putting the burden on women of
proving relationships with their
own children. Again, this law

we were not pro-active ... The
critics are right, so far there has
only been one law initiated in the

have demonstrated legislative
leadership and, in particular,

have advanced the rights of

was amended by the transitional
parliament, under pressure from
female representatives and civil
society advocates.

lower chamber [of parliament]
... We are always dealing with
laws that are popping in from
the executive.™ In fact, only one substantive piece of
legislation since 2003 has been drafted and introduced
by legislators. Significantly, that piece of legislation was
developed by the FFRP.

children.

Parliament’s limitations can be explained by the domi-
nance of the executive branch, restrictions on parlia-
ment’s real powers, and limited resources. In 2003, par-
liament’s budget amounted to only 0.762 percent of the
government’s total operating budget.*® Parliamentarians
do not have individual support staff, and many members
of the Chamber of Deputies, which has the constitu-
tional mandate to initiate legislation, do not have the
expertise to draft laws.

Emboldened by their strong

numbers since their election in
2003, Rwanda’s women MPs have set an ambitious
agenda of legislative action. In particular, they have
worked to revise discriminatory laws and pushed for the
inclusion of a gender perspective in new laws. Further-
more, the 2006 introduction of legislation against gen-
der-based violence, which includes provisions to protect
children, means that women parliamentarians have
drafted one of Rwanda’s only laws to originate in par-
liament rather than in the executive branch (discussed
below). Women’s leadership on the three pieces of legis-
lation described below demonstrates their effectiveness
despite the constraints of their environment.

13
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Highlights of Women'’s Leadership for Children

1996 Forum of Rwandan Women Parliamentarians (Forum des Femmes Rwandaises Parlementaires or FFRP)
formed

1999 “Law on Matrimonial Regimes, Liberalities, and Successions” adopted

2001 “Law Relating to the Rights and Protection of the Child against Violence” adopted

2003 Rwandan constitution ratified, mandating that 30 percent of all decision-making posts be occupied by
women

2003 National elections result in 48.8 percent female representation in the lower house of Rwanda’s parliament

2005 FFRP five-year strategic plan developed and adopted

2006 "Draft Law on Prevention, Protection and Punishment of Any Gender Based Violence” introduced into
Chamber of Deputies
2007 International conference and celebration of FFRP’s tenth anniversary held

Using Motherhood to Establish Authority

Female parliamentarians have used rhetoric that capi-
talizes on a traditional sphere of women’s power to
advance their goals. They have appealed to culturally
accepted roles such as motherhood to establish their au-

thority within an institution that
only recently opened its doors
to them. In interviews for this
paper, female lawmakers from a
variety of backgrounds—former
teachers, doctors, businesswom-
en—claimed that their experi-
ence as mothers was their big-
gest motivation for sponsoring
children’s rights legislation and
for entering politics. As Member
of Parliament Speciose Mukan-
dutiye explained:

In normal family life, you will find that [women’s]
first priority is children. When one of my children

mothers ...

“When we are fighting for

equality, it is not for us, but
we are doing it for that little
girl. There were things that we
couldn’t have, just because
we were girls, so now we don’t
want that to happen to our

children, our girls.”

mittee said,

Male and female parliamentarians cite women’s expe-
rience as mothers as central to their motivations, and
their performance as parliamentarians. As Member
of Parliament Thacienne Dusabeyezu put it, “We are
and mothers are characterized by tender-

ness, love, care towards their
children.” She further argued
that women in parliament act
according to this “nature” and as
a result, “the more women that
are in the parliament, the better
it is for children.”"

One of her male colleagues pos-
ited that motherhood prepared
female parliamentarians to bet-
ter understand, analyze, and
act on the problems of children.
Member of Parliament Nathan-

iel Mugenzi, who serves on the Social Welfare Com-

is sick, I am suffering too. So when we are fight-
ing for women’s rights, we are fighting also indi-
rectly for children’s rights. When we are fighting
for equality, it is not for us, but we are doing it for
that little girl. There were things that we couldn’t
have, just because we were girls, so now we don’t
want that to happen to our children, our girls.5°

I would like to see women involved at all levels
of decision-making, not only in parliament ... so
that the problems related to education [could be
addressed]. Women understand children’s issues
better than men. In our society, men tend to be
providers for their families, but women are more
attached to their children and more sensitive to
their problems.’*



Rwandan interviewees for this paper—male and female,
parliamentarian and practitioner—argued that women
have a “natural” tendency to care for children, and that
this is an asset for legislators. The conflating of women’s
experience with mothers’ experience is understand-
able in this country, where so few women are childless.!
As alien (or even regressive) as this “essentializing” of
women’s experience may be to many Western feminists,
it is an authentic voice in Rwanda. For Rwandans such
a viewpoint is non-threatening, based in the reality of
most women’s experiences, imbued with moral author-
ity, and successful as an argument for women seeking
decision-making positions and to influence on policy.

1999 Inheritance Law

Female parliamentarians in the transitional government
were at the forefront of a campaign to establish women
and girls’ rights to inheritance and succession in 1999.
The “Law on Matrimonial Regimes, Liberalities, and
Successions,” 53 commonly referred to as the “inheri-
tance law,” was a major achievement; it is consistently
referred to as one of the most important post-genocide
advances for women and girls in Rwanda.

Prohibiting discrimination between male and female
children when land is partitioned and passed on to de-
scendants, the law established the right of women and
girls to inherit land for the first time. Article 43 of Title
II, Chapter I on “Donations” states that “all children,
without distinction between boys and girls ... have a
right to the partition made by their ascendants.” Article
50 of Title II, Chapter II on “Successions” similarly
provides for “all legitimate children ... without any dis-
crimination between male and female children.”s#

Patricie Hajabakiga, currently minister of state in the
Ministry of Lands, Human Resettlement, and Envi-
ronmental Protection, was an MP in 1999 during the
debate on inheritance. She described efforts of female
parliamentarians to lobby their male counterparts:

We had a long, long sensitization campaign ...
This was a very big debate. We were asking [male
parliamentarians], “Ok, fine, you think only men
can inherit, not girls. But as a man, you have a

' 'The average fertility rate was 6.0 children per woman in 2007.
Source: “Human Development Index.” Human Development Re-
port 2007/2008—Fighting Climate Change: Human Solidarity in a
divided world. New York: United Nations Development Program,
2007.

mother who might lose the property from your
father because [your uncles] will take everything
away from your mother. Would you like that?”
Then we said, “You are a man ... You have chil-
dren, you have a daughter who owns property with
her husband. Would you like to see that daughter
of yours, [if] her husband dies, everything is taken
away.” When you personalize things, they tend to
understand. When [the issues] remain just in the
abstract ... women and men become two distinct
[groups of] people, but the moment you personal-
ize it, they do understand.ss

The success of female legislators advocating for wom-
en’s inheritance rights, while working in concert with
MIGEPROFE and women’s civil society organizations,
cannot be overstated. Particularly in light of the geno-
cide, which destroyed and scattered families, the right
to inherit land was crucial—not just as a matter of rights
but because it had an impact on food production and
security, the environment, settlement patterns, and the
livelihoods of families and children left behind. Female
MPs sought to further institutionalize these advances
by ensuring that the land reform process, and in par-
ticular the 2005 land law, guaranteed the equal rights of
men and women to land.5

2001 Children’s Rights Law

In 2001, women MPs helped guarantee passage of
the “Law Relating to the Rights and Protection of the
Child against Violence.” This law defines a child as any-
one under the age of 18 and lays out their rights and
responsibilities.5” It criminalizes murder, rape, the use
of children for “dehumanizing acts” and prostitution,
exploitation, neglect and abandonment, and forced or
premature (before the age of 21) marriage.

'The law defined child rape as “any sexual relations with
a child” and outlined sentencing requirements. The
definition of child rape was a significant step forward,
one that offered protection to both girls and boys. At
the time, Rwanda did not even have a legal definition of
adult rape, which meant that the mere definition of the
crime in this instance was momentous. That provision
has been lauded internally and externally, as a major
achievement.

Development of the 2001 law was the result of a joint
government and NGO campaign against sexual vio-
lence, with “primary focus on sexual abuse of children.”®
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School girls prepare to participate in a march and demonstration against child abuse,
August 2005. Photo credit: Elizabeth Powley

Such close cooperation between women in the executive,
the legislature, and civil society is a familiar strategy in
Rwanda. The “three-pronged approach” to coordinated
advocacy has been a hallmark of women’s leadership.s?

Using this strategy, women parliamentarians were re-
sponsible for “pushing” this law and ensuring that it

2006 Gender-Based
Violence Bills

The FFRP made a notable contri-
bution to the strength of parliament
as a whole with the introduction of
landmark legislation to combat gen-
der-based violence (GBV) in August
2006. The bill passed to committee
on August 3, 2006—one day after
its introduction. It passed out of
committee and was accepted by the
Chamber of Deputies in late 2007,
and at the time of writing awaits a
vote in the Senate.

Drafting and introducing this bill,
which includes provisions for chil-
dren, remains the most significant
instance of women’s legislative lead-
ership. As noted, this law is one of
the first introduced into parliament
by legislators rather than by the ex-
ecutive branch of the government.
Parliament had previously intro-
duced internal regulations, but the
GBV bill was the first parliament-
initiated law that dealt with issues
facing the larger population.®*

The draft is a contribution in terms
of protection against gender-based
violence and is also a strong exam-
ple of bill-initiation behavior. As a
representative of the international
community explained, the parlia-
ment needs to increase its capacity
to introduce legislation if it wants
to be more than “a rubber stamp.”
Introduction of the GBV legisla-
tion “by female parliamentarians” is
a “good model for parliament.” ¢

The “Draft Law on Prevention, Protection and Punish-
ment of Any Gender Based Violence” is a wide-ranging

g For more information, see: Pearson, Elizabeth. “Demonstrating
Legislative Leadership: The Introduction of Rwanda’s Gender-

“Passed qUiCkly” through parliament, ﬂCCOrding to a Based Violence Bill,” The Initiative for Inclusive Security, Hunt
former Ministry of Gender official.®® Alternatives Fund, forthcoming April 2008.
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piece of legislation that touches on many aspects of gen-
der-based violence as well as other gender equity issues.
It is based on extensive research in Rwanda, consulta-
tions that the FFRP conducted with grassroots women
about the types of violence they and their children face,
and statutes from other African countries. The bill de-
fines gender-based violence as “any act that results in
or is likely to result in a negative consequence to an in-
dividual due to his or her physical, sexual, or psycho-
logical® nature.” Addressing the current situation of
violence against women as well as crimes committed
during the genocide, the draft identifies various types of
gender-based violence perpetrated against women and
children and, in rare cases, men. It highlights polyg-
amy as a cause of violence and, for the first time under
Rwandan law, provides a legal definition of the rape of
an adult woman and prescribes punishment.

Special emphasis is given in the bill to crimes against
children. The preamble cites CEDAW and the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child. In accordance with the
2001 Children’s Rights Law, it defines a child as anyone
less than 18 years of age and defines child abuse as a
“sexual act committed against a child based on his or
her weakness in decision-making.”* Penalties are more
severe if the abuse is perpetrated by “his or her educator,
relative, a representative of a religious denomination,
a security officer, a medical staff member, a teacher, a
trainee, an employer and any other persons who make
use of their profession or authority they have over the
child.”s The bill also criminalizes forced marriage and
child abandonment.

In part because this was the first bill that the FFRP
drafted, and because male co-sponsorship was essential,
the FFRP took care to present gender-based violence as
a “community matter” rather than as a “women’s issue.”
Female parliamentarians and their counterparts in civil
society developed ways of discussing gender-based vio-
lence to attract male support. The draft bill used inclu-
sive language and highlighted issues of direct concern
to men, such as crimes against young boys. The genuine

b The English draft refers to “physicological [sic] nature.” It has
been replaced here with “psychological nature” by the author of
this study based on her translation of the French draft, which uses
the word “psychologiques.”

i For additional discussion of women’s efforts to work with male
colleagues on the GBV bill, see: Powley, Elizabeth and Elizabeth
Pearson. “Gender is Society™: Inclusive Lawmaking in Rwanda’s
Parliament.” Engaging Men in ‘Women’s Issues Inclusive Approaches
to Gender and Development—Critical Half'5, 1 (Winter 2007).

commitment to all children, not just to girls, and the
strategic use of non-threatening language worked in the
bill’s favor. In fact, during the Chamber of Deputies
floor debate in August 2006, the first male parliamen-
tarian to speak in favor of the bill raised the issue of
child abuse, demonstrating the bill’s clear intention to
protect children.®®

Additional Policy Priorities

Female legislators continue to advocate for children’s
rights and use the authority of their offices to improve
the lives of children. The following are among the per-
sistent concerns most frequently raised by women par-
liamentarians with regard to children and families:®7

* Caring for vulnerable children, including orphans,
those infected with HIV/AIDS, and those who are
heading households;

* Reducing the birth rate;

* Protecting young girls from predatory older men,
sometimes called “sugar daddies,” who exploit
them;

* Finding permanent housing and help for homeless
“street children”;

* Increasing the funding for child and maternal
health and putting a stop to the refusal of hospitals
to release new mothers and their babies who cannot

afford to pay for the delivery;
* Fighting polygamy and its adverse effects on the

children of unofficial wives;

* Reforming the law on prostitution so that it pun-
ishes “customers,” not solely the prostitutes;

+ Changing a decree so that children under the age
of 18 and their families are compensated when the
child is in an accident, as adult victims are; and

¢ Creating legal provisions for the recognition of “il-
legitimate” children born of non-formal unions.

As a caucus, the FFRP and individual women parlia-
mentarians have brought these issues to the fore, intro-
duced them into debate, and will continue to shape the
legislative agenda to include children’s rights.
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Conclusion

Critics of female leadership in Rwanda have pointed
out that the ruling RPF in fact constricts women’s new-
found power. Scholar Timothy Longman, for instance,
asserts that though the participation of women is “not
entirely without meaning” and that “the larger number
of women in parliament today may make it even easier”
to advance their policy priorities, this can only hap-
pen “when it is consistent with the agenda of the RPF
leadership.”®

Despite these constraints, or perhaps in part because
the protection of children is consistent with the RPF
leadership’s vision,) women in parliament have emerged
as strong advocates. Given the political environment
in which they are working, their record in advancing
children’s rights is notable. A 2005 study comparing
the policy interests of male and female parliamentarians
in Rwanda found that women and men both felt that
women’s priorities were more likely to include “educa-
tion, health, children, basic needs, and social matters.”?
When asked to reflect on their own priorities, 63 percent
of women parliamentarians responded that it was “very
important” to promote the interests of “young citizens,”
while only 47 percent of male parliamentarians gave
children the same priority.”® As their representation in
parliament has increased, and the utility of the FFRP
as a political caucus has been proven, their advocacy on
behalf of children has become more proactive and they
have enacted legislation that reflects these stated pri-
orities. With three specific pieces of legislation, women
parliamentarians have laid the groundwork for improv-
ing the lives of children in Rwanda.

Ultimately, however, the effectiveness of female par-
liamentarians’ efforts for children and families will
be measured by improvements in the lives of ordinary
Rwandans. While women have had important legisla-
tive successes, their presence has yet to transform so-
ciety. There is an enormous gap between legislation
and implementation in Rwanda. Persistent poverty and
a low literacy rate, traditional cultural attitudes about
the position of women, and ignorance about the rights
of children, among other challenges, hinder the imple-
mentation of legislation backed by female lawmakers.

J° The US Department of State’s annual human rights report of
2006, though it highlights significant problems in terms of the
protection of children and street children in particular, does rec-
ognize that the government “was committed to children’s rights
and welfare, and it took efforts to improve education and health
care to children.” The report can be found at: http://www.state.
gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/81364.htm.

For example, though the inheritance law was passed more
than eight years ago, many rural women have not gained
access to land ownership. An estimated 60 percent of
women enter into non-formal partnerships and, without
a legal marriage, have no claim on their husband’s land
for themselves or their children.”” Even among those
that are married, some don’t know what they are entitled
to. Others are blocked by male relatives or prevailing
cultural norms, and still others do not have the resources
to pursue their rights in court or with the local authori-
ties. As a former MIGEPROFE official explains, “Some
women are unaware of their rights, or are hobbled by
the mentality that accuses them of destroying the culture
when they try to access their rights. And many just don’t
have the resources to take up their cases.”””

Practitioners feel the gap between legislation to protect
children and implementation acutely. The director of an
orphanage in Rwanda’s capital city conceded that there
were some laws that “women parliamentarians played a
big role in adopting. Like the law protecting children
and women, the inheritance law and others.” But he also
expressed a need for more contact with elected repre-
sentatives:

We want to work with [parliamentarians] closely.
We would like them [women parliamentarians] to
be mothers to all Rwandan children while initi-
ating laws and voting on laws. We would like to
be meeting them now and then. We are the ones
working with children, and I believe we can be
helpful to them in the responsibility as members
of parliament. It is unfair when they decide on
policies without consultations with practitioners.
Last year we had a short visit of some members
of parliament. We would like to see more visits
from them.”3

The director of a center for street children in Kigali
echoed the concerns of the orphanage director:

Since we have a good number of women in parlia-
ment, I can’t really state that children’s lives im-
proved. Of course there are some new laws that
protect children were adopted, but in the field we
haven’t seen anything tangible. We have to make
a clear difference between having a law and put-
ting it in action. Laws are there, but still people

[need] to abide by them.7*



There also are basic challenges with communication and
information between legislators and the population. For
example, when interviewed, the director of this center
for street children did not know that the Parliament had
recently established an ad hoc committee to address the
problem of street children, despite his daily work on
this issue.

'The frustrations of these practitioners are real, and it is
still too early to see the impact of women’s legislative
campaigns throughout the country. Rwanda is still one
of the most difficult places in the world to be a child.
In Senator Wellars Gasamagera’s analysis, however, his
colleagues are already having an effect on parliament
and its agenda:

The diversity of [having both men and women in
parliament] adds value to the quality of the pro-
cess. [If one were to] attend our Plenary Sessions,
[one] would find women are out-performing men.
We are just there speaking about our ideas, but
women are fighting and sticking to their points
... Women are very determined, and it is really an

added value.

“When it comes to children,” he continued, “of course
women are [more] keen than us [men]. And when it
comes to advocacy, we better send a woman, because I
might talk about abstract things but they will express it
in a more practical way.”>

The challenge ahead is to transform not only the
parliament and the legislative record, but also the greater
society. As the pioneer generation of women leaders,
today’s female parliament members are impatient for
progress. Improving the lives of Rwandan children,
though, will require a concerted effort—by all actors—to
fund, support, educate, and monitor implementation
of the child protection laws championed by women
parliamentarians.
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Appendix 1: Map of Rwanda




Appendix 2: Acronyms

CEDAW

FFRP

GBV
HIV/AIDS
MIGEPROFE

MP
NGO
RPF
UNDP
UNICEF

Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against
Women

Forum of Rwandan Women Parliamentarians (Forum des Femmes Rwandaises Parle-
mentaires)

Gender-based violence
Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome

Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion in the Office of the Prime Minister (for-
merly Ministry of Gender and Women in Development)

Member of Parliament
Non-governmental organization
Rwandan Patriotic Front

United Nations Development Programme

United Nations Children’s Fund
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