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FOREWORD: COMMISSION FOR GENDER EQUALITY

Since the early 1970s, the United Nations has advocated for greater women’s participation 
in the political decision-making process. As an outcome of different advocacy programmes, 
the Heads of State in the Beijing Conference in 1995 signed the Platform for Action (PFA). 
Through its endorsement, the Heads of State represented their commitment to achieve 
‘gender equality and empowerment of women’ by ensuring the integration of a gender 
perspective at all levels of its operation including in political parties.

Like many other countries of the world, the issue of women’s participation in politics in South 
Africa is a significant one. Being a signatory of several UN conventions that were created 
to remove barriers that are faced by women, the South African government initiated a 
number of reforms aimed at ensuring greater women’s participation in politics and to 
support the 1996 Constitution that entrenches gender equality as a fundamental human 
right. Moreover, the 1996 Constitution allowed for the establishment of the Commission for 
Gender Equality (CGE) which has a constitutional mandate to promote respect for and 
the protection, development and attainment of gender equality. In addition, the CGE has 
the power to monitor, investigate, research, educate, lobby, advise and report on issues 
concerning gender equality. 

Therefore, the CGE is pleased to present and share with the South African public this report 
containing findings and recommendations of an evidence-based assessment of women’s 
participation and representation in political parties, carried out by the CGE. The study 
assessed progress made by three political parties to promote women’s full and equal 
political participation in party decision-making structures. Political parties are the primary 
and most direct vehicle through which women can access elected office and political 
leadership. The structures, policies, practices and values of political parties therefore have 
a profound impact on the level of women’s political participation in the political life of their 
country.
Through their policies and programmes, political parties not only have an obligation but 
also an opportunity to better understand service delivery issues specific to women and 
begin to address barriers to women’s political participation and representation within their 
political party platforms and structures. These are vital to ensure implementation of and 
compliance with the provisions of a range of global, continental and regional instruments 
as well as national legislation aimed at advancing the rights of women to gender equality. 
The study therefore sought to assess political parties’ efforts to promote women’s full and 
equal political participation in party decision-making structures and to comply with and 
implement related instruments to promote gender equality in their political structures.

The findings of the study indicate clearly that there is enormous work that must follow in 
terms of the promotion and attainment of gender equality in political parties, particularly if 
women are to attain parity with men as political leaders in the country. The CGE hopes this 
report, its findings and recommendations will advance contemporary public debates and 
add greater insights into the challenges facing women in political parties and assist political 
parties in promoting gender equality. 

Commissioner Mfanozelwe Shozi    Keketso Maema  
Chairperson       Chief Executive Officer
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. Introduction

The CGE is an independent statutory body established in terms of Section 187 of the 
Constitution of South Africa Act 108 of 1996. The CGE mandate is derived from both the 1996 
Constitution and the Commission for Gender Equality Act of 1996. The latter also outlines 
the powers and functions of the CGE. Moreover, the CGE is constitutionally charged 
with a broad mandate to promote respect for gender equality and the protection, 
development and attainment of gender equality, and to make recommendations on 
any legislation affecting the status of women in South Africa.

The key constitutional mandate of the CGE includes monitoring and evaluating the 
policies and practices of state and private sector entities in order to promote and protect 
gender equality as well as the rights of women in the country. The CGE’s constitutional 
mandate to monitor and evaluate is not only limited to state and private sector entities, 
it can also be extended to monitoring, investigating and evaluating the policies and 
practices of political parties in order to assess the progress made in promoting gender 
equality, even in the new political spaces that they have opened. Therefore, the CGE 
in partnership with the National Democratic Institute (NDI) - South Africa undertook a 
study to examine political parties’ institutional and structural barriers to women’s full 
participation and ability to influence party policy. Section 19 [3] [a] of the Constitution 
of 1996 provides that ‘every adult citizen has the right to stand for public office, and if 
elected, to hold office’. Accordingly, the 1996 Constitution was the first and the most 
important framework in South Africa which defines the right to gender equality and 
the political presence of women. In addition, political parties are the primary and most 
direct vehicle through which women can access elected office and political leadership. 
Therefore, the structures, policies, practices and values of political parties have a 
profound impact on the level of women’s participation in political life of their country.

The study was carried out with three political parties (ANC, COPE and UDM) out of five  
(ANC, COPE, DA, IFP and UDM) major parties represented in the National Assembly that 
were initially selected for assessing the progress made in the promotion of gender equality. 
The assessment tool was administered with office bearers and the use of documents to 
support and respond to questions on internal policy and practice. Moreover, this study is 
a culmination of six months of fieldwork in five provinces – Western Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, 
North West, Free State and Eastern Cape. The report is also an outcome of 12 Focus Group 
Discussions convened with community stakeholders and local representatives who are 
at the forefront of agenda-setting for service delivery needs in local municipalities, as 
well as participating in new democratic spaces.
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2. Summary of Findings

1) In terms of the number of women represented in political party structures, evidence 
from the study shows that there is poor representation of women in leadership positions 
of political parties. This means political structures are still dominated by men, despite the 
constitutional clause for equality to guide institutions committed to gender equality and 
country’s commitment to the 2015 protocol.1 However, the representation of women 
increased after 1994 general elections onwards in terms of the number of women 
occupying seats in the National Assembly due to a voluntary quota of the ANC.

2) The study revealed that political parties have undertaken progressive strategies 
to improve women’s political participation, due to the fact that some have been 
influenced by the strategies of other political parties (the spill over effect) in advancing 
women’s representation, resulting in comparable or complimentary initiatives. However, 
these institutional mechanisms for increasing the number of women in public office are 
undermined somewhat by political parties because they are not legal requirements 
embedded in electoral legislation, but rather internal party policy, even though there 
are efforts to enhance women’s political participation.

3) The study found that in political parties studied there are internal party regulations to 
address gender equality and adopted measures for women’s participation in decision-
making structures. The greatest challenge is with the implementation of these provisions 
because the partisan interests rather than women’s interests dominate discussions in 
political party structures. This is also caused by the fact that there is limited political 
education directed to branches, and this can avail opportunities which favour the 
political elite at the expense of the militants in branches. Accordingly, this prevents a 
situation where women’s participation may be promoted not only as candidates, but 
also as party members, leaders, and office holders.

4) The study found that in some cases there are competing variables such as party interests, 
territorial interests and women interests. Therefore if the former is more dominant in the 
beginning it limits the ability to address gender equality issues because of party discipline 
where party members have to be guided by political party mandate. The policies of the 
parties determine the way in which members vote in the process of candidate selection 
or in the organisational election processes. This focuses the need on ensuring gender 
mainstreaming in the policies of the party.

5) The study also found that South Africa does not have legislated or a constitutional quota 
for women’s representation, and that only one party, the ANC, has voluntarily adopted 
a 50/50 quota system. Other parties studied do have measures for addressing gender 
inequality in their political party structures, but there are no sanctions for non-compliance. 

1 Hicks and Buccus, 2012
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Therefore, parties must learn to put enforcement mechanisms in place, where party 
executive committee and candidate selection committee should be empowered to 
reject any party lists or internal recruitment process that does not adhere to quota rules.

 
6) The study found that in the absence of a legislative requirement for political parties 

and government to implement, the equal representation of women in decision-making 
positions, and the achievement of the de jure and de facto equality of men and women 
will be difficult to attain.

7) The study found that a patriarchal and male-dominated societal structure makes 
it difficult for women to enter the political process. Thus, bringing changes to formal 
institutions is imperative when it concerns enhancing the participation of women in the 
political process. 

8) The study found that the government has a significant role to play in ensuring gender 
transformation within political parties and structures, since it possesses the legitimate 
authority to enact reforms. However, societal actors comprising political parties and 
women’s organisations also influence the reform process, either directly or indirectly, 
through influencing policy choices. This means the government can legislate a 50/50 
quota to compel parties to enact measures to encourage and promote women’s 
participation and leadership, and ensure their equitable representation on party lists.

 
9) The findings indicate that all respondents and participants were in agreement that 

the greatest challenge remains the legacy of patriarchy in overcoming entrenched 
attitudes and perception relating to women’s leadership. This prevents parties from 
putting forward women’s candidates, prevents women from standing for nomination, 
and men and women from voting for women candidates.

10) There is a limited responsibility by public representatives to account to citizen about issues 
of service delivery. Numerous accounts of these negative experiences were obtained 
from focus group discussions where the majority of participants consistently raised issues 
of the lack of consultation during decision-making processes, and poor relationships 
between public representatives and their constituent communities when it comes to 
service delivery.

11) The study found from international case studies that if strategies to promote women’s 
involvement in the political process are to be effective, they should be linked to steps 
political parties can take across the specific phases of the electoral cycle – the pre-
electoral, electoral and post-electoral phases – and to the organisation and financing 
of the parties themselves.

12) The study found that best case practices show that ensuring women’s participation in 
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internal structures is central to advancing gender equality in political parties. However, 
it is important that measures such as quotas be supplemented with other initiatives, 
including longer term capacity building and skills development, with the aim of ensuring 
that women are enabled to take up party leadership positions even in the absence of 
quota mechanisms.  

3. Recommendations and Best Practice of the Study

The CGE proposes the following interventions and strategies to address these study findings, 
and fast-track women’s participation and representation within political parties:

1) It is recommended that the South African government needs to legislate on a 50/50 
quota for women’s representation, to make the implementation of a quota system 
mandatory for all political parties. A range of punitive measures can be implemented for 
non-compliance. For instance, parties that do not abide by the law can expect public 
funding allocation cuts. This means that electoral authorities and party nomination 
committees should not accept a party electoral list if parties do not comply or place 
women in ‘winnable’ positions on the party lists. This can be implementable considering 
that political parties receive state funding and this financial support should be dependent 
upon political parties’ efforts to increase the proportion of women in their electoral 
bodies. Ultimately, however, parties that fail to comply with the quota system in their 
party list compilation could be barred from participating in an election.

2) It is recommended that political parties must ensure that their policies and priorities 
respond to the needs of women and men, not only in terms of gender specific policy 
reforms, but also ensuring that gender is mainstreamed into all the policies of the party. 
This can be achieved through a policy committee that addresses gender mainstreaming 
and signs off on all policies for compliance, or through the provision of capacity building 
for party members.

3) It is recommended that in order to retain current levels of women’s representation, political 
parties should ensure that women candidates replace exiting women representatives 
in any vacant seats in all levels of government. This means that political parties must 
decide that any vacated seat be filled by a woman as a way to maintain gains in the 
proportion of women members in the structures of government.

4) The inclusion of the perspective of women and their participation in politics are 
prerequisite for democratic development and contribute to good governance, and 
political parties are the primary vehicles for women’s political participation. It can 
be politically and financially advantageous for political parties to promote women’s 
empowerment initiatives actively throughout the electoral cycle. By openly and formally 
supporting women’s participation throughout policy formulation and decision-making, 
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political parties can alter public opinion, generate new support bases, attract new 
members, increase the flow of public funding to the party, ensure the development of 
policies responsive to women’s particular needs, and improve their standing with other 
countries, among other political and practical benefits.

5) It is further recommended that in the interim, in the absence of a current, legislated 
gender quota, political parties need to be encouraged to apply a 50/50 quota system 
for women at all levels of political representation, and they should be held to account in 
line with international, regional and national policy frameworks and obligations. 

6) It is recommended that political parties collect, monitor and disseminate statistics 
and facts about women’s political participation and representation. This can enable 
feminists and women activists as well as advocates both inside and outside political 
parties to analyse the position of women in decision-making and to define problems, 
devise appropriate strategies and seek political support for proposed solutions.

7) It is further recommended that feminists and gender activists within political parties 
should continue to advocate for the designing of policies that allow for the creation of 
new structures to ensure that women’s interests are represented and taken seriously. This 
can ensure the presence of women in a range of political parties’ positions on policy 
issues. 

8) It is recommended from international best practices that political parties must investigate 
other processes to include motivated and qualified women in leadership positions, 
and sensitise party members about the importance of opening a supportive space for 
women among their members, leadership, and internal structures.

9) It is recommended that political parties and civil society organisations (CSOs) during the 
campaign and election period should provide training and mentor women candidates 
by strengthening the campaigning skills of women candidates and providing women 
with more educational opportunities. It is suggested that such training may target 
fundraising, message development, working with the media, building voter contact and 
outreach programmes, writing campaign plans, and designing targeted methods of 
voter communication. 

10)  It is also recommended that political parties must adopt clear rules for the participation 
of women delegates at national party conferences considering that in these national 
conferences national organisational leaders are elected, resolutions and major party 
decisions are made as well as policies that guide the direction of the party are adopted. 
This means political parties must establish targets to ensure that a proportion of the 
delegates attending are women.
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11) It is recommended that women’s wings should continue to advocate for measures to 
promote women’s electoral candidacies and lobby party leaders to ensure that women 
candidates were given high positions on the lists. In addition, women’s wings should 
sought funding for trainings and workshops for women’s candidates and activists, and 
conduct civic education and voter outreach. Moreover, women’s wings should always 
ensure that candidate selection procedures are updated where measures to address 
gender inequality are taken in order to ensure compliance with political party statutes.

12) It is recommended that political parties should establish guidelines for candidate 
recruitment in party nomination committees. This means political parties should create 
candidate recruitment committees in order to ensure diversity in candidate recruitment 
and that the rules regarding inclusion of women candidates were followed. Guidelines 
should be clear and transparent and incorporate rules guaranteeing women’s 
participation. Accordingly opening the process up so it is more participatory can combat 
the tendency for leaders in some parties to handpick their candidates according to 
undefined criteria. 

13) It is recommended that political parties should work with CSOs and the CGE to monitor 
compliance. Research shows that in addition to electoral management bodies and 
internal party committees, CSOs have played an important role in several countries by 
monitoring the compliance of political parties to quota laws. In South Africa the CGE and 
CSOs can be instrumental in exerting pressure on political parties for the implementation 
of party promises and holding party leaders to account. This can be done by developing 
a strategy combining private meetings and negotiations with party leadership with 
public events such as press conferences and seminars to pressure political parties to 
honour their pledges.

14) It is also recommended that political parties should establish party mechanisms for money 
to be raised and spent on women candidates to help them get elected to parliament. 

15) It is recommended that political parties should also ensure their manifesto and campaign 
messages are targeted to women voters, articulating the party positions on gender 
equality and women’s empowerment.

16) Finally, international conventions such as the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) should be taken into account by 
political parties when shaping internal policies and processes to promote the interests 
of women. Moreover, political parties should strengthen and open their participatory 
and accountability mechanisms to local communities to ensure that citizens engage 
meaningfully and effectively in the decision-making processes. 
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SECTION 1: BACKGROUND

1.1 Introduction 

The Commission for Gender Equality (CGE) in partnership with the National Democratic 
Institute (NDI) – South Africa have carried out a study that sought to achieve two main 
objectives: 1) to strengthen awareness among political party leaders (both men and 
women) on the strategies to overcome challenges to women’s political representation 
within party structures, and effective participation in party decision-making at the local 
level; and 2) to assist political parties to engage in more informed dialogue about policies 
that respond to the service delivery needs of women. This report is part of the evidence-
based assessment of political parties in their efforts to promote women’s full and equal 
political participation. In essence, this report assesses the extent of progress made in the 
promotion of gender equality by and within political parties. In addition, it examines party 
mechanisms and strategies as well as internal policies and activities, surfacing best-case 
practice and recommendations in this regard.  

The CGE is an independent statutory body established in terms of Section 187 of the 
Constitution of South Africa Act 108 of 1996. The CGE mandate is derived from both the 1996 
Constitution and the Commission for Gender Equality Act of 1996. The latter also outlines the 
powers and functions of the CGE. Moreover, the CGE is constitutionally charged with a 
broad mandate to promote respect for gender equality and the protection, development 
and attainment of gender equality, and to make recommendations on any legislation 
affecting the status of women in South Africa.

The key constitutional mandate of the CGE includes monitoring and evaluating the policies 
and practices of state and private sector entities in order to promote and protect gender 
equality, as well as the rights of women in the country. The CGE has the authority to investigate 
complaints of gender discrimination, to conduct research, and report to Parliament on the 
promotion of gender equality and the protection of the rights of women and men in South 
Africa. Therefore, this constitutional mandate to monitor and evaluate is not only limited to 
state and private sector entities; the Commission can also monitor, investigate and evaluate 
the policies and practices of political parties in their efforts to promote gender equality.

Section 19 [3] [a] of the Constitution of 1996 provides that ‘every adult citizen has the right 
to stand for public office, and if elected, to hold office’. The 1996 Constitution was the 
first and the most important framework in South Africa which defines the right to gender 
equality and the political presence of women. The CGE in partnership with the NDI - South 
Africa undertook a study to examine political parties’ institutional and structural barriers 
to women’s full political participation and ability to influence policy. The CGE and NDI-
SA developed an assessment tool in 2012, which intended to conduct an assessment of 
progress made by political parties in promoting gender equality in their political structures 
as well as steps in increasing women’s representation in legislatures and local councils. 
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This study takes into account the internal party strategies for advancing gender equality, 
and measures to ensure women’s full participation in party structures and that gender is 
mainstreamed within party policies. In essence, political parties play an important role in 
legislative recruitment process by identifying possible candidates, selecting them as their 
official candidate, and putting them forward to the public for election. In addition, political 
parties offer new opportunities for the strategic engagement and articulation of feminist 
agendas within and across different democratic arenas. 

In some cases efforts of political parties’ activities promote constitutional and legal obligations 
to promote gender equality, women’s participation and 50/50 representation of women and 
men in public office. The Constitutional Assembly in 1996 provided a legitimising framework 
which did not exclude women from politics but enshrined their right to form political parties, 
make political choices, and take part in party activities, recruit members and campaign for 
a political party. Therefore, the study assesses the level of women’s political empowerment 
and representation in political parties. The study therefore is valuable in assisting the CGE to 
execute its mandate of monitoring and evaluating gender mainstreaming as well as gender 
transformation in the country.

Therefore, for the purpose of this study, the CGE selected five political parties African 
National Congress (ANC), Congress of the People (COPE), Democratic Alliance (DA), 
Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and United Democratic Movement (UDM) for assessment, but 
the report covers only three (ANC, COPE and UDM) who finally participated in the data 
collection process because participation was voluntary. Moreover, focus group discussions 
were conducted in five provinces (Western Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, North West, Free State 
and Eastern Cape) whereby community stakeholders who are at the forefront of agenda 
setting for service delivery needs for women and local representatives in local municipalities 
were drawn together to elicit their insights into the experiences, perceptions and their 
preferences when it comes to policy priorities for service delivery. This report presents the 
findings of this study and recommendations for take-up by political parties committed to 
ensuring gender transformation and women’s full political participation.

1.2 Brief Background

For the last couple of decades, women’s involvement in politics and in leadership positions 
has been the subject of debate. For example, since the early 1970s, the United Nations has 
advocated for greater women’s participation in the political decision-making process. To be 
sure, during the 1970s and the 1980s, these efforts were part of a larger, global engagement 
in generating opportunities for social change, where South African representatives even at 
the height of Apartheid era participated in United Nations initiatives that proclaimed the 
period 1975 - 1985 as the decade for women. Moreover, due to the outcomes of different 
advocacy programmes, the Heads of State in the Beijing Conference in 1995 signed the 
Beijing Declaration of Platform for Action (PFA). Through its endorsement, the Heads of State 
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represented their commitment to achieve ‘gender equality and empowerment of women’ 
by ensuring the integration of a gender perspective at all levels of their operation. 

Like other countries of the world, the issue of women’s participation in politics in South Africa 
is a significant one. Being a signatory of several UN conventions that were created to remove 
barriers, abuse and discrimination that are faced by women, the South African government 
initiated a number of reforms aimed at ensuring greater women’s participation in politics 
and in new democratic spaces (see section 2). On the one hand, since general elections 
were held in April 1994, South Africa has used a system of proportional representation (PR) 
to elect political party representatives to its National Parliament and Provincial Legislatures. 
The ANC has dominated politics from 1994 until today. More than 150 political parties exist 
in South Africa, and 26 contested the national elections for the National Assembly in April 
2009.2 Most of the political parties in South Africa are headed by leaders who were former 
leaders of the ANC, IFP and Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) under apartheid. 

Observers of the discourse of women’s political participation argue that women in political 
parties struggle to effectively influence party decision-making, despite a widely shared 
acknowledgement of the importance of gender equality in South African politics. With 
the decline in women’s political representation in local government elections in 2011this 
raised questions around mechanisms and regulatory frameworks put in place by political 
parties for promoting gender equality, in line with international and regional instruments. 
Some argued that proportional representation lists combined with a quota system may 
contribute to get more women in local municipalities, but women are less successful in 
wards where they have to directly compete against male candidates. The commitments in 
these instruments are binding on civil society associations, including political parties, as it is 
a national commitment that they should ensure gender mainstreaming in the manifestos, 
policies and choice of party candidates’ lists in order to address gender imbalances 
and achieve 50% of women representation in decision-making structures. This has to be 
monitored and enforced because of the fact that even when women are represented, 
their influence is sometimes limited to the centralisation of party control in male-dominated 
party leadership. This is done by party leaders where they put together the final lists. In 
addition, this means accountability to leaders than citizens. 

Moreover, within South Africa, as political parties turn their focus to the 2014 national 
and provincial elections, recognition of the current challenges faced by women in party 
representation and decision-making as well as deeper understanding of the gendered 
aspects of service delivery, should strengthen internal party democracy and help parties 
develop more credible policy platforms to impact the lives of South African women. Of 
great importance, political parties are the primary and most direct vehicle through which 
women can access elected office and political leadership. Therefore, achieving the goal 
of gender equality is premised on the fundamental integration of gender issues within all the 

2  See 2009 Elections Report
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structures, procedures, policies, practices and values as well as projects and programmes 
of political parties. The relationship between the aim and objectives of the CGE’s study, 
with a view towards surfacing these issues with political parties and engaging with them on 
findings, are discussed in the following section.

1.3 Aim and Objectives of the Study

The main aim of this research study is to help South African political parties to begin 
to address barriers to women’s political participation and representation within 
their structures, and to better understand service delivery issues specific to women, 
to influence their party platforms and policy responses. The study sought to assess 
political parties’ efforts to promote women’s full and equal participation in party 
decision-making structures. In particular, in so doing, the study sought to provide an 
opportunity to assess the extent of progress made in the promotion of gender equality 
in the selected political parties in South Africa, and to thereafter recommend to and 
engage with political parties to become more proactive regarding women’s full 
representation and participation, and more proactive to their priorities and service 
delivery needs. The specific objectives of the study are as follows:

• To strengthen awareness among party leaders (both men and women) of the 
strategies to overcome challenges to women’s effective participation in party 
decision making at the local level.

• To assist political parties to engage in more informed dialogue about policies that 
respond to the service delivery needs of women.

• Advocate for a reviewed legislative and policy framework or amendments to the 
Municipal Structures Act of 1998, Electoral Act of 1998, and input into Women’s 
Empowerment and Gender Equality Bill, to consolidate gains made with regard 
to women’s equality and non-discrimination, and embed these in South Africa’s 
electoral and equality frameworks.

• To feed into envisaged legislation on 50/50 to ensure women’s parity in representation, 
and comply with SADC Protocol on Gender and Development obligations in this 
regard.

• Draw from the findings and organise multiparty summit on challenges to women’s full 
political representation and participation, and best practice and recommendations 
to address these, as well as surface issues in relation to the connection between 
gender and service delivery.

• To design a practical tool for use by political parties in measuring their progress 
towards advancing women’s political participation and representation.

• To provide an opportunity to CGE to continue to monitor and engage with political 
parties on their uptake and implementation of recommendations.
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1.4 Methodology and Approach

The study used an interpretative approach combined with a review of secondary literature 
on women in politics, women in political parties generally, and in South Africa in particular. 
The study intended to evaluate the extent to which political parties advance the rights 
of women to gender equality and empowerment by taking specific steps to increase the 
presence of women in leadership positions and enhance their capacity to influence decision-
making. The political parties’ written official statutes or bylaws, policies and programmes 
as well as manifestos were examined to understand party mechanisms to overcome the 
obstacles to women’s political participation and representation in South Africa.

This is an empirical study based on a qualitative research approach carried out with three 
political parties in South Africa, which is a culmination of six months of fieldwork research. 
The qualitative approach was employed to conduct assessment of political parties in order 
to examine their steps involved in the process of addressing gender inequality and practical 
strategies used to increase women’s political participation and representation in decision-
making. In this study, the case study approach was used whereby five political parties (ANC, 
COPE, DA, IFP and UDM) were selected in order to assess available measures, mechanisms, 
policies and strategies for promoting women’s full and equal political participation and 
representation in decision-making. Only the top five political parties in the South African 
Parliament were initially selected, although in practice three were eventually studied. For 
example, due to internal party resolutions, the IFP withdrew its participation soon after the 
briefing meeting was held with the Office of the Secretary General to obtain their buy-
in, and the planned briefing meeting with the DA National Leadership could not even be 
convened. This resulted in their exclusion in the process of data collection for this study, and 
also due to the fact that participation was voluntary.   

Table 1 below shows that out of nine South Africa’s provinces, 12 focus group discussions were 
conducted in five provinces - Western Cape (WC), KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), North West (NW), 
Free State (FS) and Eastern Cape (EC). The aims of the focus group discussions were to gather 
primary baseline information to understand women’s policy priorities; and to determine 
local community perspectives of parties’ encouraging women to participate in politics, 
and party take-up of issues impacting on women, through manifestos and service delivery 
plans. In three provinces (KZN, FS and EC), two focus group discussions were conducted 
in each province, while in the WC and NW provinces, three focus group discussions were 
convened in both, to address the poor attendance of relevant stakeholders, and ensure a 
representative sample. 

Apart from political parties initially selected to participate in this research project, focus 
group participants were drawn from other major organisations such as Progressive Women’s 
Movement of South Africa (PWMSA), Movement for Development and Change, Congress 
of the South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and Women’s Legal Centre (WLC) as well as 
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Students Against Women’s Abuse (SAWA). In KwaZulu-Natal, Eastern Cape and North West, 
representatives from political parties such as National Freedom Party (NFP), African Christian 
Democratic Party (ACDP) and United Christian Democratic Party (UCDP) also participated 
in focus group discussions, although they were not formally selected to form part of the 
study. Local representatives such as councillors also participated in discussions. Table 2 
below also demonstrates gender representation in these focus group discussions. 

Table 1: Number of Focus Groups per Province

Provinces No. of Focus Group Discussions

Western Cape 3

KwaZulu-Natal 2

North West 3

Free State 2

Eastern Cape 2

Total 12

Table 2: Gender Profile for Participants per Province

Provinces Gender Total No of Participants per 
ProvinceMale Female

Western Cape 15 28 43

KwaZulu-Natal 20 8 28

North West 16 15 31

Free State 8 6 14

Eastern Cape 6 19 25

Total 65 76 141

This study further employed a case study approach, which is qualitative in nature. Most studies 
argue that the strength of a case study approach is that it makes use of multiple methods 
and data sources in order to explore and interrogate a case study. The most commonly 
employed research methods are interviews, documentary analysis and observation, with the 
balance between these largely determined by the resources available and the disciplinary 
and professional tradition in which the case is being conducted. In this study interviews, 
documentary analysis and focus group discussions were employed as research methods. 
Each of these research methods is detailed below. 

Firstly, an assessment tool for political parties was developed and administered to guide in-
depth interviews with few senior political party leaders from the selected political parties. 
The assessment tool was designed to help political party leaders review and analyse their 
success in attracting and supporting women party members and candidates. This tool 



19Women and Political Parties in South Africa

provided parties with information on where to improve their outreach and encouragement 
of women in the party. Ideally, the assessment tool provided guidance to the party leaders 
on how to alter the party practices and perceptions so that women are more integrated 
into and supported by the party structures. 

Secondly, a review of literature and the political parties’ materials was carried out in 
this research study. This included official party records such as technical reports, party 
constitutions and rules, as well as policy documents such as party gender policy; and where 
relevant, party speeches and press statements. In addition, a review of documents such 
as party resolutions and manifestos was carried out in order to enhance the subject under 
study. 

Thirdly, as noted, this study also used a focus group discussion method whereby women 
and men from key segments of society (rural, urban, different age groups, ethnic groups 
and different income levels) were invited to reflect the diversity of policy concerns 
across the respective communities, in relation to gender equality and women’s political 
representation. As discussed above, focus group discussions were convened to gain insights 
into local community perspectives of parties’ encouraging women to participate in politics, 
and party take-up of issues impacting on women, through manifestos and service delivery 
responses. Moreover, because of provincial political dynamics political parties were invited 
to participate in focus group discussions based in their presence in provinces, as well as in 
municipalities, considering that some of the parties selected as discussed above were not 
present in some of the provinces. In addition, in some cases the discussions were conducted 
in local languages to ensure effective and meaningful involvement in discussions by the 
participants. 

1.5 Limitations of the Study

It is important to highlight some of the limitations encountered in this study, which are 
outlined below:

Firstly, the number of selected political parties to participate in the study was lower than 
invited and expected. Out of five political parties invited to participate in the study, four 
accepted the CGE’s request to brief them about the study. During the briefing meetings 
all four political parties committed themselves to participate in the study, and nominated 
party representatives for researchers to engage with to elicit contacts and data required. 
The CGE notes with regret its failure to secure the buy-in and collaboration of the DA in this 
study, despite numerous and repeated approaches and interventions through the Office 
of the CGE Chairperson. The research team did not want to leave out the DA from this 
research project, considering that it is the official opposition party, and a growing political 
party which despite the fact that it has steadfastly refused to recognise the value of or 
implement a quota system, since 1994 has nonetheless increased the number of women on 
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their lists.3 The CGE was pleased to note that some of the DA’s members did participate in 
focus group discussions in four provinces – WC, EC, FS and NW.  

Secondly, the CGE also regrets to note that despite initial indications of support for 
participation in the study, the IFP formally withdrew its participation during the process of data 
collection.  This was a major drawback considering that the IFP is a long-standing political 
party with significant commitment to women’s political leadership and representation, 
noting that in the 1990s it sent more female delegates than other parties to participate in 
Convention of Democratic South Africa (CODESA) deliberations. Their participation would 
have been crucial in understanding gender mainstreaming within a particularly patriarchal 
context. Further, the CGE was obliged to follow-up consistently with study partners and 
designated party contact persons to obtain the information required for the study. 

Furthermore, due to severe time constraints and other logistical difficulties affecting the 
researcher during the data collection phase, the researcher could not carry out a full-scale 
study of COPE. The researcher sent questions to Acting Secretary General for in-depth 
analysis and evaluation with respect to gender mainstreaming. Part of the challenges was 
also leadership battles which were taking place in COPE ever since it was established in 
December 2008. However, only two political party documents were used to understand 
women’s political participation and representation in COPE. This means information 
obtained from these documents were inadequate for the purposes of providing a full 
assessment of COPE’s progress and performance in terms of gender mainstreaming. The 
study was therefore unable to put forward findings relating to the COPE’s progress and 
achievements in terms of internal gender equality policies, programmes and projects. The 
rest of COPE’s case study reports on the analysis and findings of the information obtained 
from the documentary analysis, with some insights obtained from the focus groups discussions 
in different provinces. 

Thirdly, the CGE encountered some scepticism from political parties questioning the timing 
of the study, noting the proximity of the 2014 elections. Some further declared that they 
would not participate in a national multi-party platform to engage with study findings. The 
CGE undertook to provide parties with study feedback prior to making these public. 

The fourth limitation that affected the study negatively and caused delays is that the 
research process was conducted by only one researcher, who had to undertake desktop 
research, conduct interviews, travel to all selected provinces to convene focus group 
discussions, and address administrative and substantive matters relating to the study. 
Therefore, the researcher during the writing process did realise that the study would have 
been made richer should there have been time to have follow-up sessions with key political 
office bearers. As a result of these limitations, the overall findings of the study should not be 
regarded as exhaustive, but rather as preliminary findings indicative of progress towards the 
attainment of gender equality in political parties.
3 Myeni, 2012
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Finally, as noted, despite numerous attempts to secure same, the CGE was not able to 
secure the planned number of in-depth interviews with senior representatives within the 
political parties forming part of the study, as a result of their non-availability during the time 
period when these were scheduled to be conducted. This had the result of limiting additional 
information that may have been made available by parties regarding their interventions to 
promote gender equality within their party structures and process.

1.6 Brief Outline of the Report

The materials gathered during the six months of fieldwork research with three political parties 
and in five provinces were analysed and findings are presented in the following different 
sections of the report:

Section 1 has provided the background to the study, which includes objectives of the study, 
as well as methodology and research methods and approach to address the research 
agenda. 

Section 2 reviews the literature on women’s political participation and representation in 
decision making processes, and overview of international policy framework, which covers 
global gender instruments to which South Africa is a signatory. 

Section 3 provides case studies of political parties, where findings about party mechanisms 
for promotion of gender equality are presented. 

Section 4 provides findings from each province, and draw similarities together in order to 
understand policy priorities for service delivery. 

Section 5 draws conclusions based on the findings from political parties case studies 
and focus group discussions findings. It also puts forward relevant recommendations for 
promoting gender equality and empowerment of women at the local level, to advance 
the gender equality agenda.
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SECTION 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON WOMEN’S POLITICAL REPRESENTATION 
AND POLICY FRAMEWORKS 

This section is twofold. First, it seeks to present a brief overview of a broad range of literature 
on women’s political participation and representation. In order to do this, the study reviews 
theoretical and empirical insights made by scholars, activists and feminists as well as political 
scientists working on issues of women’s political participation and representation as well 
as on women’s empowerment. Second, it presents the international and regional policy 
frameworks, ratified by South Africa to promote and protect women’s human rights and 
promote women’s participation in decision making. These international and regional policy 
frameworks provide a clear legal and policy basis with which member states are expected 
to promote and protect gender equality and the rights of women. 

2.1 Women’s Political Representation

Political representation has emerged as a core focus of research on gender and politics. 
Mansbridge (2003: 515) famously identifies three concepts of representation, which 
she labels gyroscopic, surrogate, and anticipatory. According to her, it is in gyroscopic 
representation, where the representative ‘looks within’-perhaps to interests, ‘common 
sense’, or principles derived from his or her own background - to formulate a basis for 
action. In contrast, surrogate representation, occurs when legislators represent constituents 
beyond their own territorial districts, whose values or identities they nonetheless share. 
Finally, anticipatory representation refers to cases where representatives focus on what 
they think their constituents will approve at the next election, not on what they promised 
to do at the last election. This last conception presents a particularly dynamic view of what 
representation ‘is’; namely a process of construction by representatives who act to please 
the represented at a later moment in time.

The flourishing and extensive feminist literature on women and public office distinguishes 
between two types of strands of political representation. The first approach focuses on 
descriptive representation (‘standing for’), which is used to denote the presence of women 
as elected members of parliaments, assemblies and councils. Literature shows that through 
descriptive representation few women are elected. Scholars writing from descriptive 
representative literature identify the reasons why so few women are elected to legislative 
bodies as barriers such as electoral  systems, the role of party recruitment processes, and the 
resources and motivation that women bring to the pursuit of elected office (Lovenduski & 
Norris, 2003; Krook, 2010). Feminist political scientists, for instance, argue that women make 
a difference by their mere presence because they stand for women in a political institution 
as descriptive representatives. In these terms, it is not just for men to dominate political 
representation and for women to be excluded from the formal arenas in which their rights 
as political citizens are exercised (Francis, 2009). Women are 50% or more (in some cases) of 
the population and therefore need at least 50% representation or parity.
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The second approach focuses on substantive representation (‘acting for’), which relates 
that once women representatives are present in sufficient numbers they ensure that 
women’s interests, needs and concerns are represented in policy, that leads to specific 
policy outcomes. Feminist theorists suggest that women, through the institutionalised voice 
bring particular knowledge, skills and values to politics. According to Stevens (2007), what 
need representation in Anglo-American pluralist democracies are the interests of groups 
in society and not individuals. The central argument here is that women, when present in 
politics are not just ‘standing as’ women but also ‘act for’ women as a group (Phillips, 1995; 
Celis & Childs, 2008).

Gender and politics scholars have argued that feminist political scientists have relied upon 
the concept of ‘critical mass’ to explore changes in the percentage of women in political 
assemblies and the transformation of political behaviour, institutions and public policy 
(Studlar & McAllister, 2002). According to its proponents, the presence of a ‘critical mass’ 
of women, which is usually considered to be somewhat between 15% and 30% explains 
the increased legislative attention to women’s issues and gendered changes to existing 
parliamentary procedures, while the absence of a ‘critical mass’ accounts for why women 
do not appear to have made a difference (Childs & Krook, 2006). Critical mass of women is 
seen as a solution to political under-representation of women, and through it representatives 
begin to have an impact on policy such that women can benefit. 

On the one hand, most recently research suggests that simple increase in numbers does not 
necessarily add up to a more effective female presence in formal political institutions, such 
as parliament and municipal chambers. For example, the increase in the number of women 
in parliaments can lead to more bills on women’s issues, but does not necessarily strengthen 
the political alliances necessary to get the bills passed. On the other hand, the ease with 
which women legislators act individually and collectively on gender equality issues does 
not necessarily depend on strength in terms of numbers. Studies have shown that women 
have different life experiences, multiple social identities, and adherence to various political 
or religious doctrines – as much as men – come to define what they believe is their best 
interest. Overall, critical mass does not have a difference in many cases, but rather the 
presence of individual women, and in some cases men, who are critical actors play key 
roles in the political process. 

2.2 Women’s Political Representation, Electoral Systems, Election Rules and Party Politics  

Many contemporary feminist studies that investigate the numerical increase of women’s 
representation in parliament have explored the supply and demand factors in legislative 
recruitment (Norris & Lovenduski, 1995; Childs, 2000; Krook, 2006). These statistical studies find 
that the proportion of women in politics or parliament tends to be greater in countries with 
proportional representation (PR) electoral systems than to those with majoritarian electoral 
arrangements (Matland & Studlar, 1996; McAllister & Studlar, 2002). The current literature on 
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institutional variables and electoral rules suggest that women gain office more frequently in 
multi-member districts than single-member district systems, which open the way for women 
to be included as the total number of members elected per district increases, and the 
closed-party lists, which enable parties to place women in electable positions on the party 
(Caul, 1999; Krook, 2010). In essence, the potential of numerical representation of women in 
politics is greatest in countries that employ a party-list proportional representation system in 
a multi-party parliamentary democracy. 

There is a diverse literature on contemporary studies about the relationship between PR 
and a gender quota. On the one hand, the growing literature suggest that the PR is not 
only effective for increasing the proportion of women in politics, but also for the effective 
implementation of gender quota policies that are aimed at increasing the number of 
women candidates (Tripp & Kang, 2008). Literature further suggests that political parties 
are the real gatekeepers of elected office since they are responsible for the recruitment, 
selection and election of candidates (Norris & Lovenduski, 1995; Vengroff et al., 2003). Krook 
(2008) argues that political parties are aware of women’s under-representation and adopt 
initiatives to ensure greater women’s representation, while other political parties seem to be 
less enthusiastic. According to Holmesten et al (2010) quota legislation is seen to be more 
successful  in affecting the presence of women in elite-driven participation, as  it could help 
to empower women citizens and break their long-standing subordination in political life. 
In essence, quotas are widely seen as a legitimate means of remedying women’s under-
representation because they acknowledge that woman do not constitute a politically 
distinct geographic areas or constituencies in the way that ethnic or racial differences can 
do. Moreover, quotas enable women to participate in political parties, but those political 
parties’ agendas represent a range of often competing perspectives. As Phillips (1995) 
points out, if the parties that women join do not advocate ‘an explicitly women-friendly 
programme (which men might claim they were equally capable of pursuing) there is no 
guarantee that women will represent women’s interests’: ‘gender parity is in this sense a 
shot in the dark’ 

On the other hand, other scholars oppose gender quotas, because they interpret them as 
a deliberate attempt to make electoral gains among women voters, while promoting the 
selection of “malleable” women who will not challenge the patriarchal status quo (Goetz 
& Hassim, 2003). This is explicitly acknowledged by Krook (2009) who has observed that 
some quotas produced dramatic increases in the number of women in elective office in 
other regions, whereas in other regions or countries quotas lead to stagnation and even 
decreases in the number of women elected. She further argues that even though quotas 
compel elites to recruit more women  aspirants, their presence may not be enough to shift 
the dynamics of demand, especially if they are seen unfairly as a means for promoting 
the selection of ‘less-qualified’ candidates over ‘more-qualified ones’ (Krook, 2010). Diverse 
ideas from these scholars often do not dispute that the quota system promotes the political 
inclusion of women so as to secure the authenticity of representative democracy, but 
disputes the context into which they are introduced.
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Most recent work on the dynamics of candidate selection offers four factors with which we 
can understand the supply and demand model of candidate selection within the context 
of the descriptive composition of legislatures (Norris, 1997; Krook, 2010). The descriptive 
composition of legislatures begins with the sequential model of political recruitment which 
progresses from: (1) the large number of citizens who are eligible to run for political office; 
to (2) the smaller pool of citizens who aspire to run for political office; to (3) the small 
group of citizens who are nominated to run for political office; to (4) the smallest band 
of citizens who are elected to political office. These factors do not exist in a vacuum but 
there are various types of qualification that favour some groups than others, especially for 
increasing numerical representation of women candidates in politics which includes the 
following: their levels of education, legislative experience, party service, speaking abilities, 
financial resources, political connections, kinship, name recognition, group membership 
and organisational skills (Rahat & Hazan, 2001). Most importantly, prescriptions for changing 
women’s descriptive representation through selection lies not only with women but also with 
political elites using other qualifications for political candidates. Therefore, the relationship 
between the PR system and quota system impact positively to women as elected members 
of Parliament, and this goes hand-in-hand with compliance to international gender policy 
frameworks.

On the one hand, research has shown that there are successes of getting women into 
government using quotas. For example, women elected through quotas report feeling 
obligated to act for women as a group and are inspired to bring news issues to the table 
(Thomas, 2004). Some authors such as Childs (2004) revealed that quotas increase the rate 
at which female voters contact their political representatives. Other case studies found the 
adoption of quotas encourages women to enter politics, acquire political skills and develop 
sustained political ambitions. On the other hand, quotas are a way of guaranteeing that 
members of an electorate group, such as women, are included at a prescribed minimum 
level in representative institutions, whether as delegates, candidates or elected officials. 
When the ‘zebra system’ is used (every second name on the list is the name of a woman), 
more women get into legislatures.   

2.3 International Gender Policy Frameworks 

From the early years of the transition politics in 1990s, South Africa laid the groundwork for 
political efforts to advance women in politics by ratifying a number of major international 
conventions and regional instruments on gender equality. These international and regional 
instruments intend to promote women’s participation in decision-making and leadership 
positions as well as to protect women’s human rights. The following are international 
gender policy frameworks - Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPA), Convention 
on Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). In addition, South Africa developed and promulgated 
a number of key legislative frameworks and policies to underpin gender equality and 
transformation of sectors of society. Each of these instruments is discussed in details below. 
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2.3.1 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action of 1995

The Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995, it was when South Africa 
started to attend officially, and also where the concept of gender mainstreaming was born. 
This World Conference drew attention to persisting inequality between men and women in 
decision making. In this World Conference, it was reaffirmed that there was inequality and 
women’s persistent exclusion from formal politics, and this raised a number of questions 
regarding the achievement of effective democratic transformations in practice. Member 
States argued in this conference that the absence of women from political decision 
making has a negative impact on the entire process of democratisation. Therefore, it was 
emphasised that ‘women’s equal participation in decision making is not only a demand for 
justice or democracy, but can also be seen as a necessary condition for women’s interests 
to be taken into account. Without the perspective of women at all levels of decision 
making, the goals of equality, development and peace cannot be achieved’ [Para 181]. 
In this Platform for Action political parties were seen as one of the critical actors in the 
implementation of the strategic objectives, through a series of proposals to ensure women’s 
equal access to and full participation in power structures and decision making, and to 
increase women’s capacity to participate in decision making and leadership. This objective 
was to be achieved by ensuring that women are integrated into elective positions in political 
parties. The inclusion of women was recommended on the basis that their exclusion from 
decision-making bodies limits the possibilities for entrenching the principles of democracy 
in a society, hindering development and discouraging the attainment of gender equality.

2.3.2 Convention on Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women of 1979 

The UN Convention for the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
was adopted by the UN General Secretary in 1979, and came into full force in September 
1991. On 29 January 1993 South Africa signed the CEDAW Convention and ratified it without 
reservations on 15 December 1995; and its Optional Protocol, without reservation, in March 
2005. This international legal instrument required the respect and observance of human 
rights for women. On the one hand, the CEDAW had been central to debates to call upon 
states parties ‘to take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in 
the political and public life of the country’. On the other hand, the CEDAW recommended 
that ‘states parties should ensure that in their constitutions and legislation they under 
obligation to take all necessary measures, including temporary special measures to achieve 
the equal representation of women in political and public life. Therefore, the quotas may 
be seen as one of the temporary measures to remove the barriers for women’s entry into 
politics considering that their aim is to increase women’s representation in decision making 
structures.  
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2.3.3 Millennium Development Goals 2000

In 2000, South Africa joined 189 countries in signing the United Nations Millennium 
Declaration in 2000 and committed to the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
for poverty reduction. Moreover, this instrument resolved to promote gender equality and 
the empowerment of women as effective ways to combat poverty, hunger and disease 
and to stimulate development that is truly sustainable. The MDGs note that women’s equal 
participation with men in power and decision making is part of their fundamental right to 
participate in political life, and at the core of gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
This means women have to be active participants in determining development agendas 
in order to reduce gender inequality. The next section discusses the regional gender policy 
frameworks. 

2.4 Regional Gender Policy Frameworks

South Africa as a country ratified a number of regional instruments on gender equality that 
intend to promote women’s participation in decision-making and leadership positions as well 
as to protect women’s human rights. The following are regional gender policy frameworks 
related to gender equality and the protection of women – Protocol to the African Charter 
on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, Solemn Declaration on 
Gender Equality in Africa and Southern African Development Community Protocol on 
Gender and Development. Each of these regional gender policy instruments is discussed in 
details below.

2.4.1 Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women 
in Africa

This Protocol was ratified in 2003. This was the first Human Rights Treaty to be adopted by 
the African Union (AU), and it commits States to combat all forms of discrimination against 
women through appropriate legislative, institutional and other measures.

2.4.2 Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality in Africa

This was ratified in 2004. It strengthens the African ownership of the gender equality agenda. 
South Africa committed to develop indicators and to report on an annual basis on progress 
regarding gender mainstreaming and all issues raised in the declaration, both at National 
and Regional Levels.

2.4.3 Southern African Development Community Protocol on Gender and Development

During the 1997 Summit in Blantyre in Malawi, the South African Government ratified the 
Southern African Development Community and again in August 2008 signed SADC Protocol 
on Gender and Development. The aim of the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development 
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is to achieve gender parity in all areas of decision-making. In this view, South Africa has 
an obligation to comply with those instruments, and to achieve a target of 50% women 
representation in political decisions, and this needs to be achieved by 2015. This commitment 
even binds all political parties as it is a national commitment in that they should ensure that 
gender mainstreaming in the manifestos, policies and choice of party candidates lists in 
order to address gender imbalances and achieve 50% of women representation in decision-
making structures. In short this means there should be an inclusion of gender equality and 
equity in their constitutions as well as the repeal of all discriminatory laws, developing policies 
and enacting laws that ensure equal access to economic resources by women and men. 
This has to be monitored and enforced because of the fact that even when women are 
represented, their influence is sometimes limited to the centralisation of party control in 
male-dominated party leadership. Overall, the government is obliged to develop indicators 
and to report on the progress on all articles, including the elimination of gender-based 
violence. In addition, the SADC Protocol provides that by 2015 countries including South 
Africa should have repealed all discriminatory laws and specifically abolishes the minority 
status of women.

2.5 South Africa’s Constitutional and Legal Frameworks

South Africa’s commitment to gender equality is enshrined in the 1996 Constitution under the 
Bill of Rights, which obliges the state to ensure women’s participation and representation in 
decision-making. This was the first time in the history that the rights of women in the country 
were included in the constitution across racial lines. Section 19 [3] [a] of the Constitution of 
1996 provides that ‘every adult citizen has the right to stand for public office, and if elected, 
to hold office’. More specifically, the 1996 Constitution entrenches the right to equality and 
prohibits discrimination on one or more grounds, including race, gender, sex, age, disability, 
marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour, culture, language, religion and birth geographic 
location.4 The 1996 Constitution contributed to the promulgation of numerous national 
legislations and policies on gender equality and the establishment of comprehensive 
national machinery for the advancement of gender equality including Commission for 
Gender Equality and National Gender Machinery with a mandate to protect and promote 
gender equality in South Africa. 

Moreover, there are also a number of specific pieces of legislation critical in the participation 
and representation of women in decision-making processes as well as advocating for 
quotas for women. Firstly, the 1998 White Paper on Local Government drawing from 
the experience of 1995/96 local government acknowledged that women were under-
represented as local government representatives. In order to remedy this, the 1998 White 
Paper on Local Government proposed that political parties should introduce a gender 
quota. In this case the White Paper on Local Government encouraged political parties 
to ensure that in the next three municipal elections at least half of the candidates on the 
party lists were to be women. In addition, the 1998 Municipal Structures Act called for equal 

4  The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act 108 of 1996, Chapter 2 Bill of Rights, Section 9.
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representation of women and other marginalised groups. Moreover, it specifies that, as far 
as councillors elected by PR from party lists, every party must seek to ensure that the fifty per 
cent of candidates on candidates lists are women and that women and men candidates 
are distributed through the list’.5 The next section presents findings from political parties’ 
case studies on strategies and mechanisms taken by political parties in order to enhance 
women’s political participation in political parties.  

5  The Municipal Structures Act of 1998, Section 17 (1)



30 Women and Political Parties in South Africa

SECTION 3: POLITICAL PARTIES’ CASE STUDIES

This section contains case studies on strategies and mechanisms implemented by political 
parties in order to enhance women’s participation in internal operations of the political 
parties, and promote their representation.  As noted (in Section 2), the political party case 
studies are drawn from the ANC, COPE and UDM.

The case studies are organised alphabetically. They are drawn from a combination of 
documentary analysis, desktop research and interviews with political office-bearers 
of political parties. In the case studies, effort was made to provide background on the 
selection and implementation of particular strategies, and describe their impact, where 
this was evident. The case studies also capture women party members advocacy efforts 
within their parties in order to strengthen women’s political voices both inside and outside 
party political structures. Each case study is important as it offers lessons learned and good 
practice to draw on, to assist political parties in developing and advancing reform strategies 
that address gender equality concerns.

3.1 African National Congress (ANC)

This case study presents some of the strategies undertaken by the ANC and the ANC Women’s 
League (ANCWL) members to promote women’s political participation and representation 
within party structures, and in the process of both organisational and government elections. 
It examines how over time women’s mobilisation within the ANC structures influenced the 
adoption of the voluntary party quotas. The case study focuses on women’s participation 
and representation in the National Assembly, and some important advances in women’s 
participation in the provincial legislatures, as well as within party structures.  

3.1.1 Background

The ANC has a long history as one of the oldest political parties in Africa fighting against 
racial segregation under both the colonial and apartheid systems. Since its establishment in 
Bloemfontein in January 1912, the ANC has had 14 party Presidents; notably it has never had 
a female President or Deputy President.  However, the party has seen the appointment of 
female Deputy Presidents in government, but neither of these candidates completed a full 
political term.  The first female Deputy President, Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, was appointed 
soon after the expulsion of Jacob Zuma as the Deputy President from government in 2005. 
The second female Deputy President, Baleka Mbete, was appointed soon after the recalling 
of Thabo Mbeki as the State President in September 2008. 

The ANC dominates the South African political terrain with its alliance partners, the South 
African Communist Party, and the Congress of South African Trade Unions. Of great 
importance, the ANC has near parity in the number of women and male Members of 
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Parliament in the National Assembly. This was advanced through the political system that sees 
the 400-member National Assembly being elected through a proportional representation 
electoral system, with closed party lists, supplemented by the ANC’s voluntarily adopted 
50/50 quota system for women’s political representation. 

Table 3 provides comparative data on the last four successive elections, presenting the 
number of ANC women in Parliament since 1994, reflecting a steady increase. In the first 
democratic elections in 1994, women constituted a record of 27.7% of elected members, 
where the ANC allocated 90 women out of the 252 seats it won. After the June 1999 general 
elections, women members increased to 30% where the ANC allocated 95 women out of 
the 266 seats it won, in accordance with its then adopted 30% quota system. After the April 
2004 general elections, women constituted a record of 32.75% of all parliamentarians, and 
the ANC allocated 104 women out of the 279 seats it won. It was after the adoption of the 
ANC’s 50% quota system that saw the 2009 general elections resulting in women holding 
43% of the seats in Parliament, with the ANC allocating 130 women out of the 264 seats 
it won. Overall, the ANC has been excelling in increasing the number of women in the 
National Assembly. The factors explaining the rate of success of women’s mobilisation in the 
ANC will be explained in the following sub-sections.

Table 3: Representation of Women in Parliament from African National Congress 1994-2009

Election Year Total No. of Seats in 
National Assembly

No. of Seats 
Won

No. of Women %
Women

1994 400 252 90 35.7

1999 400 266 95 35.7

2004 400 279 104 37

2009 400 264 130 49.2

Tables 4 and 5 provide comparable data on the ANC top six positions post the last two party 
conferences, namely the 52nd National Conference held in Polokwane in December 2007, 
and the 53rd National Conference held in Mangaung in December 2012. Most significantly, 
results show that in both organisational elections, women occupy the Deputy Secretary 
General and National Chairperson positions. Polokwane National Conference results showed 
that 50% of women were elected to the NEC. This was due to a favourable party resolution 
to introduce 50/50 women’s representation, which was recorded in the party’s constitution, 
and resulted in the increase of the size of the party National Executive Committee (NEC) 
from 66 to 86, including the top six positions. In short, the 2007 National Conference passed 
a resolution to ensure parity in women’s representation in all decision-making structures. 
Nonetheless, despite this resolution, the number of women remained limited in the top 
six positions, as the application of the 50/50 gender quota to the top six positions was 
rejected.6 Moreover, the study through documentary analysis revealed that even though 
6   Fikeni, S, (2008), The Polokwane moment and South Africa’s democracy at the crossroads
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through the 52nd National Conference in Polokwane there was an increase to 50% women’s 
representation in the NEC of the ANC, few of them were elected into leadership positions, 
such as Chairperson of the NEC itself, or its Sub-Committees. As evidence shows, out of 17 
NEC – Sub-Committees that were established, only three were chaired by women.7 Overall, 
50/50 women’s representation did not yield any positive results with regard to gender parity 
in the top six positions and leadership of NEC-Sub-Committees. 

Table 4: Representation of Women and Men in Top Six NEC Positions, post Polokwane

POSITION GENDER
Male Female

President ü

Deputy President ü

National Chairperson ü

Secretary General ü

Deputy Secretary General ü

Treasurer General ü

Table 5: Representation of Women and Men in Top Six NEC Positions, post Mangaung

POSITION GENDER
Male Female

President ü	

Deputy President ü	

National Chairperson ü	

Secretary General ü	

Deputy Secretary General ü	

Treasurer General ü	

Post Mangaung, the ANC reflected the highest proportion of women in political leadership, 
due to the increase of internal party quota from 30% to 50%. For example, documentary 
analysis seems to suggest that there were an equal number of male and female chairs in 
the ANC NEC Sub-Committees. Moreover, research data seems to suggest that the 50/50 
gender representation was applied in the establishment of the ANC National Working 
Committee (NWC). This was due to the January 2013 policy decision to implement the 50/50 
quota for women’s representation in leadership positions. 
7  Organisational Report by Secretary General, 53rd National Conference, Mangaung 16-20 December 2012
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3.1.2 Rationale for Increasing Women’s Participation

South Africa’s commitment to gender equality is enshrined in the 1996 Constitution under 
the Bill of Rights. This was as a result of the political will among South African leaders to 
advance women’s equality, eradicate gender discrimination, and promote women’s 
quality of life.  This was advanced through the establishment of comprehensive structures 
for the advancement of gender equality, such as the CGE, Office on the Status of Women, 
(later remodelled as the Department of Women, Children and People with Disabilities, to 
coordinate programmes and measure to ensure gender mainstreaming and the successful 
implementation of measures to address gender inequality. As discussed above, South 
Africa’s commitment to international and regional instruments promoting gender equality 
signalled the importance of increasing women’s political participation. Most importantly, 
these instruments advocated for the integration of women into government policies and 
programmes through the introduction of legislation promoting women’s participation and 
empowerment. 

3.1.3 Strategies Employed

From the 1990s, ANC women’s mobilisation was central in ensuring women’s participation 
in party and negotiation processes. This contributed to the rise of women in key leadership 
positions in party structures, which further helped women secure their political participation 
in the transformation of the party. This resulted in the institutionalisation of a gender equality 
framework through important party policy documents, such as the constitution. In essence, 
there are several strategies employed by the ANC in order to provide a framework for 
moving toward a more inclusive and responsive political party. For example, the Preamble 
of the ANC Constitution states that ‘the fundamental goal of the African National Congress 
remains to construct a united, non-racial, non-sexist, democratic and prosperous society 
in South Africa’.8 According to this statute people as a whole shall govern and shall enjoy 
equal rights through the eradication of the problems of poverty and inequality by creating 
a just and equitable economic and social order. 

The ANC made strong commitments to address gender inequality by using gender sensitive 
language in its Constitution and by adopting statements on gender equality in the party’s 
founding documents. For example, in Rule 3 [3.6] it is stated that ‘the ANC shall support 
the emancipation of women, combat sexism and ensure that the voice of women is fully 
heard in the organisation and that women are properly represented at all levels’. In order 
to prevent any form of exclusion and discriminatory practices, Rule 3 [3.4) further states that 
‘the ANC shall, in its composition and functioning, be democratic, non-racial and non-sexist 
and combat any form of racial, tribalistic or ethnic exclusivism or chauvinism. Furthermore, 
Rule 6 [6.1] is very clear about gender and affirmative action, as it states that in order to 
reach the objective of full representation of women in all decision-making structures, the 

8  ANC Constitution as Amended and Adopted by the 53rd National Conference Mangaung 2012.
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ANC shall implement programme of affirmative action, including the provision of a quota 
of not less that 50% of women in all elected structures of the ANC to enable such effective 
participation. However, the National Conference did not recommend any specific strategies 
for reaching the 50% rather it encouraged ANC structures to implement different measures 
for gender equality. Overall, these adopted statements are very clear on gender equality 
with the aim of full representation of women in all decision-making structures. 

Furthermore, in order to address gender equality in its structures the ANC had long 
established the ANCWL which is recognised as a formal structure that address women’s 
issues and needs of women in general and party members in particular as well as to ensure 
women’s representation in the party’s decision-making structures. The ANCWL is mandated 
among others to promote women’s participation in every sector of public life and to strive 
for women’s participation in every office; to campaign for a culture and recognition of 
women’s rights as human rights; and to campaign for the adoption and implementation of 
affirmative action programmes to combat the legacy of past gender and race discrimination. 
Moreover, the ANCWL is also mandated to combat discrimination in both public and private 
life and institutions and to work actively towards the dismantling of the patriarchal system, 
the elimination of laws, customs, practices and structures which mitigate against equality 
and to oppose the strengthening of patriarchy. In essence, through the ANCWL the ANC 
intends to mobilise, organise and unite South African women to participate in the struggle 
for the liberation of all oppressed groups. According to the ANC once women are mobilised, 
organised and united all-round development of women can be promoted and can be 
helped in building their confidence and to interpret their needs national.9 Overall, gender 
equality statement is embedded in the founding documents of the party both in the ANC 
and ANCWL, as a first step toward ensuring a more inclusive and responsive political party.

In the ANC founding document there are measures adopted to ensure women’s participation 
in decision-making structures of the party. For example, Rule 6 as stated about guarantees 
that in the composition of decision making structures such as Branch Executive Committee 
(BEC), Regional Executive Committee (REC), Regional Working Committee (RWC) and 
Provincial Executive Committee (PEC) as well as Provincial Working Committee (PWC) not 
less than 50% of members of these structures should be women. This is not only limited to 
lower structures but also includes National Executive Committee (NEC) and National Working 
Committee (NWC). The ANCWL is mandated to appoint one representative to serve on 
the NWC. Moreover, two members of the ANCWL – Chairperson and Secretary in each 
organisational structure from a branch to a provincial level are guaranteed participation 
and representation in the political structures of the ANC but as ex-officio members. This 
provides insight into the degree to which the party is committed to gender equality, and 
in advancing gender equality in the party as well as ensuring women’s participation and 
representation in the internal structures of the party. Overall, the ANC has internal quota for 
each organisational structure in order to foster women’s inclusion at all levels of the party.

9  ANCWL Constitution as Amended and Adopted in 2008
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The ANC has no set targets for women’s participation and representation in the party 
National Conference. The National Conference is a crucial structure for policy development 
and for women’s political agenda considering that it decides and determines the policy, 
programmes, and Constitution of the ANC as well as receive and discus a report on the 
work and activities of the ANCWL. This structure also has the right and power to review, 
rectify and rescind any decision taken by any of the constituent structure, committees or 
officials of the ANC as well as to elect the NEC of the party. Research shows that even 
though ANC adopted internal quotas for the participation and representation of women 
in the organisational structures, the National Conference of the party seems not to always 
comprise of equal members of women and men. Evidence suggests that in the Gender 
Commission Report the unequal participation of party members to the National Conference 
was a great concern such that in the ANC’s 4th National Policy Conference, it was suggested 
that the 50/50 should be implemented in all the levels within the ANC structures, including 
delegations to conference. In essence, even though women in the ANC always have the 
opportunity to discuss policy and articulate their priorities as well as seek solutions to common 
problems, their recommendations are not always taken into consideration and entrenched 
in the constitution of the party. 

Voluntary Party Quota System

South African women from their first entry into the political space resisted male domination 
by acting in their own. Efforts of women activists to promote women within the party 
structures led to the ANC putting in place party mechanisms and policies to ensure women’s 
participation and representation in South African politics. The ANCWL was always at the 
forefront in consistently raising the issue of gender equality within the internal structures of 
the party. The issue of a gender quota was always at the centre of their advocacy efforts. 
Initially there was resistance to internal quotas from both men and women within the party, 
despite the fact that the rationale for the use of quota system was to increase women’s 
representation in the executive committees and political party structures. In essence, 
delegates in the 1991 National Conference argued that quotas had not been adequately 
addressed by the women in their structures, that it would somehow bring the qualification 
of women candidates into question. 

However, before the first general elections in 1994, women in the ANCWL demanded and 
won a quota system ensuring that at least 30% of candidates in their lists were women. The 
ANC did not legislate on this system, but it was reflected in the ANC’s adopted list process 
for national election which was finalised in October 1993. The 30% quota was applied to the 
elections from 1994 to 2004, and increased to a 50% quota at the Polokwane Conference 
in 2007, and ultimately applied in the April 2009 elections. As a result 49.2% of women in 
the National Assembly are women parliamentarians from the ANC. This means the ANC 
quota system substantially and single-handedly improved the representation of women in 
the National Assembly, and that ANC policy has been consistent in supporting the need for 
affirmative action to advance gender equality.  
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3.1.4 Outcomes

Prior to the adoption of the ANC quota in the 1990s, women’s representation in parliament 
was very low due to the fact that political elites used a racist and sexist franchise to compose 
South African parliament. The ANC’s commitment to gender equality after April 2009 
elections placed South Africa in the seventh place in the global ranking of countries due 
to the number of women in parliament. They hold office at every sphere of government, 
and have held positions such as deputy presidents, Ministers, Speakers of Parliaments and 
Chief Whips in the Parliament. Women are also increasing in numbers as elected Mayors 
and Deputy Mayors as well as Premiers in different provinces. Participation in political life 
by women from the ANC is not limited only to South African structures, but also to the 
African Union Commission and other international bodies. Women in the ANC expressed 
the opinion that these achievements are due to the fact that gender equality is enshrined in 
the ANC’s Constitution. Overall, as also discussed in other sections above, women’s political 
participation was extended into the government institutions, which were created to defend 
women’s interests in policy making and implementation. While these are significant strides 
in transforming previously male-dominated, patriarchal structures, and in attaining an 
envisaged 50% representation of women in political leadership, critical questions remain 
relating to the impact of women’s representation in these structures, as result of persistent 
barriers to their full and equal participation. 

3.1.5 Challenges and Way Forward

In terms of the number of women represented in political party leadership, as tables 5 and 
6 above have shown, the top six NEC positions is still dominated by men in the ANC. This 
means that there is a limited number of women in the top six, despite the existence of a 
constitution that speaks so clearly about 50/50 gender representation in leadership positions. 
This evidence shows a bias towards male leadership in top six positions despite the purported 
commitment to inclusive leadership. However, the big question that arises: why the ANC fails 
to implement and comply with Rule 6 in top six NEC positions. The answer to this question is 
complex, especially considering that the ANC’s constitution is gender sensitive. This seems 
to suggest that delegates of the ANC coupled with behind the scene negotiations and 
open lobbying towards the ANC organisational elections deny women an opportunity to 
participate in top six leadership positions, which is also a crucial decision-making structure 
in the ANC. In addition, it seems to suggest that the results of the nomination processes and 
behind the scene towards national conferences favour male political elites, and affect 
the implementation of clauses that support women’s participation and representation in 
structures and leadership positions of the ANC.  

The SADC Protocol maintains that 50% of decision-makings positions should be held by 
women including through the use of affirmative actions measures. On the one hand, in 
terms of compliance with SADC Protocol, the ANC is still not yet complying if we base 
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our analysis in top six NEC positions. On the other hand, if our analyses go beyond top six 
NEC positions to include post Mangaung NEC, NEC Sub-Committees and NWC, the ANC 
comply with SADC protocol and other international and regional instruments that advocate 
for 50/50 gender representation. Therefore, the ANC is committed to the provision of the 
SADC Protocol and CEDAW recommendations considering that there is a constitutional 
commitment of redressing gender imbalances within party structures and decision-making 
structures as well as measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the political 
and public life of the country. However, the biggest challenge is that there are no timelines 
and targets set for addressing women’s under-representation in all party structures as well 
as to implement such commitment to address women’s participation and representation in 
parliamentary politics. In addition, there is no timeframe set to achieve a target of 50% even 
in the top six NEC positions considering that its application in the top six NEC positions was 
rejected in the 52nd National Conference held in Polokwane in December 2007.  

3.1.6 Specific Party Recommendations

The following are specific recommendations directed to the ANC and ANCWL for their 
attention in order to promote women’s political participation and representation.

• The ANC should collect and collate the necessary gender disaggregated data 
to enable effective tracking of progress in women’s political participation and 
representation.

• The ANC should retain gains by ensuring that women candidates are replaced 
by women candidates, and the concern that while numbers immediately post an 
election may represent 50%, towards the end of a political term there is a sense that 
with women mayors and councillors etc being replaced by men, the effect of the 
quota system is being watered down.

• The ANC should develop clear quota rules that will stipulate how it will be implemented 
especial through placement mandate, because if there is no policy that is clear on 
how to reach the target women will continue not to benefit from the quota rather 
political elites from decision-making structures and selectorates at different levels 
should be safeguarded from manipulating the candidate selection procedures and 
the compilation of final lists.

• The ANC and ANCWL should contribute to transforming power relations within the 
party and sensitising and training party members about gender equality in order to 
change the mindsets at the party structure level towards gender equality. 

• The ANC should set targets and strategies to ensure attainment of its compulsory 
50/50 quota system, to ensure the equal representation of women throughout the 
party.
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3.2 Congress of the People (COPE)

This case study presents some commitments undertaken by COPE leadership and members 
to promote women’s political participation and representation within party structures. It 
examines how in the establishment of the party, members secured the participation 
and representation of women in party structures. The case study focuses on women’s 
participation and representation in the National Assembly, noting that some important 
advances in women’s participation have also been made in the provincial legislatures as 
well as within party structures. 

3.2.1 Background

COPE was formed in 2008 by former senior members of the ANC, who were mainly men 
such as Mosiuoa Lekota, Mbhazima Shilowa and Mluleki George. The party was founded at 
a congress held in Bloemfontein on 16 December 2008 soon after the national convention 
held in Sandton on 1 November 2008. Amongst the 5 000 delegates who participated in 
the national convention in Sandton women were there as well as in the formal launch of 
the party in December 2008. Of great importance, women were also part of the interim 
leadership where out of five members, two were women. Women were placed in critical 
and influential leadership positions such as Secretary-General and Treasurer. Nonetheless it 
is clear from little information available through documentary analysis that women continue 
to occupy lower positions compared to their male counterparts who tend to occupy higher 
positions and dominate decision-making processes as well as party lists.

On 24 January 2009, the party launched its election manifesto, which included calls for 
electoral reform to have the president of the state, provincial premiers and municipal mayors 
directly elected. COPE’s 2009 manifesto went beyond maintaining constitutional status 
quo, presenting concrete measures to strengthen services and support to women. In short, 
issues raised in the party manifesto towards the 2009 elections included unemployment, job 
satisfaction, poverty, secondary and tertiary education, health care in general, crime and 
women empowerment. While the party expressed a commitment to address the interests 
of youth and people with disabilities, as well as respond to the particular needs of women, 
and those living in situations of poverty, the CGE’s gender analysis of parties 2009 election 
manifestos revealed that overall, gender was not mainstreamed throughout this manifesto, 
which was accordingly gender blind.. 

3.2.2 Strategies Employed

In the COPE founding document, which is the Constitution adopted by the inaugural 
congress of the Congress of the People in 16 December 2008, there are measures adopted 
to ensure women’s participation in decision-making structures of the party. For example, 
Article 3 [3.1] [e] states that women should not be less than 50% in the composition of 
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National Office Bearers. Article 22 [22.7] provides that ‘the representation of women in each 
of the structures of the Congress of the People, shall at all times not be less than fifty percent 
(50%) of the members, of each structure, respectively’.10 In essence, COPE’s constitution 
guarantees 50% representation of women in each of its decision-making structures, such as 
its National Congress, Congress National Committee (CNC) and other committees at lower 
levels such as Congress Provincial Committee (CPC), Congress Regional Committee (CRC) 
and Congress Branch Committee (CBC). This provides insight into the degree to which the 
party is committed to gender equality, and in advancing gender equality in the party as 
well as ensuring women’s participation in the internal structures of the party. However, the 
party does not comply with adopted measures to ensure women’s participation such that 
the representation of women post 2009 election indicate challenges with regard to the 
implementation of their policy.

Moreover, apart from women’s representation COPE guarantees the protection and 
advancement of the rights of children, the elderly and people with disabilities and youth. 
According to COPE’s Constitution from the composition of the CNC to CBC not less than 
15% of additional elected members in these structures shall be youth.  Moreover, the COPE’s 
commitment to gender equality is enshrined in its constitution and prohibits discrimination on 
in any form based upon race, gender, sex, age, colour, creed, national origin, religion, ethnic 
identity, sexual orientation, economic status, ideological persuasion or physical disability are 
condemned and that government should move aggressively to end such discrimination 
through implementing the law and ensuring institutional capacity to eradicate and provide 
redress for such discrimination.11

In order to address gender equality in its structures COPE established the Congress of the 
People Women’s Forum to ensure women’s representation in the party’s decision-making 
structures. The Women’s Forum is not an autonomous entity, but it is responsible for carrying 
out the duties and functions of the COPE as well as mobilising their respective constituencies 
behind the Congress of the People. In a nutshell, Congress of the People Women’s Forum 
have a responsibility to facilitate projects that will lead to empowerment of women and 
engage women in programmes that will support programmes of the COPE and strengthen 
the structures at provincial, regional and branch level in order to encourage full participation 
by all its members. However, evidence seems to suggest that once the Congress of the 
People Women’s Forum is dysfunctional articles that protect women’s participation in the 
constitution can hardly be implemented considering that there would be no structure to 
monitor compliance.   

3.2.3 Women and Political Office

As with many other political parties in South Africa, women from COPE did not reach 50% 
representation as Provincial premiership candidates for April 2009 elections. Out of nine 

10   Constitution of the Congress of the People, 2008
11  See Constitution of the Congress of the People, 2008
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provincial premier candidates only three women candidates were nominated in provinces 
such as Gauteng, Mpumalanga and North West to run for this political office. This shows 
that in the nomination of premiership candidates there was a gender imbalance in terms 
of women representation and non-compliance with the party constitution in this regard. As 
a result, these women candidates were not elected to political office. On the one hand, 
COPE contested for the National Assembly and for the nine provincial legislatures. Table 
6 shows that in its first participation in elections in 2009, COPE allocated 15 women out of 
the 30 seats it won. The party held true to its policy in the take-up of seats won, sticking to 
50%.  On the other hand, of the 699 candidates put forward in COPE’s party list for April 2009 
elections only 296 candidates were women.12 This means that it was less than 50%, and was 
not in line with their policy.  

Table 6: Representation of Women in Parliament from Congress of the People in 2009

Election 
Year

Total No. of Seats in 
National Assembly

No. of Seats 
Won

No. of Women %
Women

1994 400 - - -

1999 400 - - -

2004 400 - - -

2009 400 30 15 50

3.2.4 Challenges and Way Forward

In terms of the number of women represented in political party structures, data shows that 
women were placed in critical and influential leadership positions such as Secretary-General 
and Treasurer, but still leadership positions are still dominated by men. This means that there 
are a limited number of women in leadership and decision-making positions, despite the 
existence of a constitution that speaks so clearly to gender equality in its party structures. 
This evidence shows a bias towards male leadership and women’s persistent exclusion from 
decision-making despite the purported commitment to inclusive leadership. This seems to 
suggest that delegates of the party deny women an opportunity to participate in party 
decision-making structures and leadership positions; and that the nomination process 
favours male political elites. Overall, it is clear from little information available through 
documentary analysis that women continue to occupy lower positions compared to their 
male counterparts who tend to occupy higher positions and dominate decision-making 
processes as well as party lists.

12   See 2009 Election Report
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The SADC Protocol maintains that 50% of decision-makings positions should be held by 
women including through the use of affirmative actions measures. Therefore in terms of 
compliance with SADC Protocol, COPE is complying considering that there was an equal 
number of men and women sent to parliament after the April 2009 general elections. COPE 
further complies with CEDAW and MDGs as well as with the provision of the SADC Protocol 
considering that there are plans of redressing gender imbalances within party structures. 
However, the greatest challenge is that COPE has so far not develop a comprehensive 
set of policies and programmes that are directed addressing the existing obstacles facing 
women in their struggle for participation.

3.2.5 Specific Party Recommendations

• The COPE should collect and collate the necessary gender disaggregated data 
to enable effective tracking of progress in women’s political participation and 
representation.

• The COPE should adopt a compulsory 50/50 quota system, and set targets and 
strategies to ensure the equal representation of women throughout the party

• The COPE should develop clear rules for none-compliance with clauses that favour 
women in the constitution in terms of their participation and representation in COPE’s 
political structures from CNC to CBC.

• Women should continue to advocate and lobby for internal party reforms to increase 
women’s participation, and must make sure that gender is mainstreamed into the 
guidelines for candidate selection procedure and party-nomination committees.

• COPE members should also ensure that for purposes of building a political party that it  
represents women and respects gender equality specific rules for the participation of 
women should be adopted in the party such as setting targets for participation in the 
party National Congress, National Congress Policy Conference, Provincial Congress, 
Provincial Congress Policy Conference and Regional Congress, and training and 
promoting women in campaign leadership positions.

• COPE should also make sure that Congress of the People Women’s Forum exists in 
all branches, regions, provinces so that clauses that protect women’s participation 
in decision-making should be implemented. As empirical research shows that the 
implementation of some of the constitutional clauses can be implemented only if the 
Congress of the People Women’s Forum exists in branches, regions, and provinces.  

3.3 United Democratic Movement (UDM)

This case study presents some of the strategies undertaken by the UDM and United 
Democratic Movement Women’s Organisation (UDEMWO) members to promote women’s 
political participation and representation within party structures. It examines how the 
coordinated efforts of politically active women, together with the support of male leaders, 
led to the resolution of adoption of the candidates quotas for women. 
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3.3.1 Background

Since its establishment on the 27th of September 1997, the United Democratic Movement 
(UDM) President has been led by a male leader – General Bantu Holomisa. The President 
was officially elected at the UDM’s first National Congress in June 1998, and has retained this 
position and that of party leader in the National Assembly. The UDM was the first breakaway 
party from the ANC soon after the first general elections were held in April 1994, and contested 
elections for the first time in June 1999. Effectively, General Bantu Holomisa has served the 
party by playing a leading role in both the public office, as well as its national office, and 
undertaking the arduous and ongoing task of building the party and contributing towards 
debate and initiatives to consolidate democracy in South Africa.

As with many other political parties in South Africa, women within the UDM have had limited 
opportunities to participate and be represented in decision-making forums of the party, 
and in the National Parliament. Table 6 shows that in its first participation in elections in 1999, 
UDM allocated one woman out of the 14 seats it won; in 2004 it allocated four women out 
of 9 seats it won; whereas after 2009 elections, it did not send a single female candidate 
to take up the four seats it had won. To be sure, of the 389 candidates put forward in 
UDM’s party list for 2009 general elections only 119 candidates were women.13 This means 
all-women shortlist in the run up for the April 2009 was less than 50%. This was as a result of 
the absence of a formal quota policy and difficulty of pursuing strategies and measures for 
increasing the number of female candidates. 

Table 7: Representation of Women in Parliament from UDM 1999 – 2009

Election Year Total No. of 
Seats in National 

Assembly

No. of Seats Won No. of Women %
Women

1994 400 - - -

1999 400 14 1 7

2004 400 9 4 44.4

2009 400 4 0 0

Research shows that women in the UDM hold only a limited number of leadership and decision-
making positions (refer to table 8), and instead tend to predominate at the grassroots level. 
The UDM claims to have ±500 000 members, and that 54% of these are women. This means 
that women comprise more than 50% of eligible candidates to be drawn upon, yet only 
comprise a small number in leadership positions. As shown below, only two party leadership 
positions are held by women – the National Treasurer and the National Fundraiser. The limited 
number of women in leadership positions also affects their representation in the National 
Office Management Committee (NOMC), which is chaired by the Secretary General, who 

13  See 2009 Election Report
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is also a man.14 As discussed below, women in the UDM worked tirelessly to address the 
various barriers to women’s political participation and representation. This means women 
saw the need for internal party reforms to increase women’s participation and initiatives 
to improve the gender responsiveness of party platforms. Nonetheless, it is clear that the 
struggle remains to effect gender transformation within party leadership.

Table 8: Representation of Women and Men in UDM Party Structures after 2010             
National Congress

POSITION GENDER

Male Female

President ü

Deputy President ü

Chairperson ü

Deputy Chairperson ü

Secretary General ü

Deputy Secretary General ü

Treasurer ü

Fundraiser ü

Organiser ü

First Deputy Organiser ü

Second Deputy Organiser ü

3.3.2 Rationale for Increasing Women’s Participation

After 2009 general elections in South Africa, UDEMWO convened a Summit in December 
2010 where numerous resolutions were taken. This included a resolution on the application 
of a 50/50 quota system for women, applied in accordance with the “zebra system” (where 
men and women alternate throughout the lists of candidates) in the compiling of party lists. 
This resolution was approved in principal by the NEC of the party in February 2011, and sent 
to the provinces for discussion so that they should start implementing it in the forthcoming 
elections for 2014 general elections. The strong political will among UDM political leaders 
to advance women’s participation has been key in the UDM’s discussion document, 
designed to review the party from 2005 to 2010. In this document, it is emphasised that the 
UDM NEC must put policies in place to encourage more equal gender relations and the 
empowerment of women within party structures. In essence the commitment to gender 
equality is there in party founding documents, but no clear policy has been formulated to 
ensure that constitutional clauses are implemented.
 
14  See United Democratic Movement Constitution
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Moreover, the UDM’s commitment to gender equality is enshrined in its constitution, in clause 
6.1.2, which incorporates acknowledgement of gender equality and prohibits discrimination 
on the grounds of race, gender, sex, age, marital status, ethnic –or social origin, colour, 
sexual orientation, disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture and language.15 UDEMWO 
organised debates at the formal party forums, assisting to surface women’s issues and bring 
these into the party policy agenda. The UDM has further strengthened its commitment to 
gender equality where the UDM National Congress in December 2010 resolved that they 
will do more to develop female cadres, investing in them in terms of capacity building 
and creating opportunities for them to thrive. This was resolved on the basis that women 
in the UDM are viewed as the glue that holds UDM together and serve as custodians of 
UDM’s traditions. Several interviewees were of the opinion that these victories stem from the 
organising and advocacy undertaken by women within the party.

3.3.3 Strategies Employed

There were several strategies employed by the UDM in order to provide a framework for 
moving toward a more inclusive and responsive political party. For example, the UDM 
Constitution includes a clause on political equality of women, which is in line with the 1996 
South African Constitution, where it is argued that membership of the party shall be open to 
all persons, and no one will be discriminated based on race, gender, marital status, ethnic 
or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture and 
language. 

Alongside with addressing gender equality in its structures the UDM established the 
UDEMWO to ensure women’s representation in the party’s decision-making structures. The 
UDEMWO is mandated to support and advance the cause of women’s emancipation, 
unite all the women of South Africa for the total removal of all forms of discrimination and 
oppression against women, and to defend the democratic rights of women and eliminate 
the abuse and harassment. The UDEMWO is also mandated to facilitate projects that will 
lead to empowerment of women and engage women in programmes that will support the 
programmes of the UDM. The UDM does not deny that women play an active and effective 
role in party politics and it is due to this fact that gender equality statement is embedded in 
the founding documents of the party, as a first step toward ensuring a more inclusive and 
responsive political party.

In the UDM founding document there are measures adopted to ensure women’s participation 
in decision-making structures of the party. For example, the UDM adopted rules and clauses 
guaranteeing women in decision-making structures where it is argued that from a branch 
management committee (BMC) the chairperson of the women’s branch should be the 
representative and part of that committee. This is not only limited to branch management 
committee but it also includes district executive committee (DEC), regional executive 

15  See United Democratic Movement Constitution
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committee (REC) and provincial executive committee (PEC). Moreover, two members of 
UDEMWO are full members of the NEC. This provides insight into the degree to which the 
party is committed to gender equality, and in advancing gender equality in the party as 
well as ensuring women’s participation in the internal structures of the party.

The UDM has also set targets for participation in the party National Congress. For example, the 
National Executive Committee of UDEMWO is part of the National Congress of UDM and they 
are voting members. The National Congress is a crucial structure for policy development and 
for women’s political agenda considering that it deliberates and formulates UDM policies, 
approves congress rules and elects the NEC of the party. Research shows that even though 
UDM adopted rules for the participation of women delegates at the National Congress 
of the party, the congress seems not to always comprise of equal members of women 
and men. However, this shortfall is always complemented by the separate conference of 
UDEMWO where they would always have an opportunity to discuss policy and articulate 
their priorities, and seek solutions to common problems that can be instrumental in placing 
women’s concerns on the party agenda. This is discussed more in the next section on 
measures taken by UDEMWO to mobilise for redressing women’s representation.   

3.3.4 Women Mobilisation and Candidate Quota

Normally, as discussed above in the UDEMWO Summits gender equality strategies and 
policies to be adopted by the UDM are formulated and monitored. As such, the UDEMWO 
initial advocacy efforts started after 2009 elections, where they targeted the implementation 
of the quota and zebra system. Accordingly, there are no doubts that resolutions taken in 
the UDEMWO conferences used to guide the direction of the party on the policy matters. For 
example, UDEMWO in their Summit in December 2010 developed a number of resolutions 
with the intention to strengthen women’s representation and participation within the party 
and in the political processes. As UDEMWO sought to promote and increase women within 
the party, they lobbied for the application of the 50/50 quota in compiling party lists. 

UDEMWO delegates were of the view that through the application of 50/50 and the using 
of ‘zebra system’ women as electoral candidates would be placed in winnable positions on 
party lists, and not buried at the bottom with little chance of being elected. Through these 
resolutions women party leaders especially those in the UDEMWO leveraged international 
protocols such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and the opportunity to 
improve UDM standing in the country’s politics in terms of its commitment to gender equality.

As discussed above, there have been coordinated advocacy efforts for addressing gender 
inequality among UDEMWO political members and leaders to combat gender-based 
discrimination within the party, but there is no clear indication of how these UDEMWO-
sponsored resolutions can be implemented in addressing women’s participation and 
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representation in internal party structures, as research shows that the focus appears 
to still be on candidate selection for government positions, and the 50/50 has not been 
implemented, and hopefully it will be implemented in 2014 general elections. This means 
women’s participation within party structures will continue to face challenges. It would 
have been better if UDEMWO members and leaders lobbied party leaders to propose fast-
tracked support mechanisms to increase women’s political participation, whilst they are still 
mobilising party structures in different provinces to accept the idea of 50/50, and research 
shows that there was no process put forward for securing feedback and stipulated timeframe 
for implementation. In short, clear mechanisms are required to ensure women’s participation 
and representation in decision-making structures, without these being dependent on levels 
of commitment and the active nature of those branches of UDEMWO. This reduces the 
space reserved for women in the UDM decision-making structures to mere rhetoric, and 
subject to manipulation, if there are no control and enforcement mechanisms in place.  

3.3.5 Challenges and Way Forward

In terms of the number of women represented in political party structures, as table 7 above 
has shown, the leadership of political party structures within the UDM is still dominated by 
men. This means that there are a limited number of women in leadership and decision-
making positions, despite the existence of a constitution that speaks so clearly to gender 
equality in its party structures. This evidence shows a bias towards male leadership despite 
the purported commitment to inclusive leadership. However, the big question that arises: 
how can citizens trust  the UDM to promote women in the public if it cannot do so within its 
own party structures and failed to allocate a seat even for a single woman soon after April 
2009 general elections. The answer to this question is complex, especially considering that 
the UDM’s constitution seems to be gender sensitive. This seems to suggest that delegates 
of the party deny women an opportunity to participate in party decision-making structures. 
In addition, it seems to suggest that the selection process and party list system favour male 
political elites, although in the guidelines for drawing up a party list it was clear that it should 
be gender sensitive.

The SADC Protocol maintains that 50% of decision-makings positions should be held by 
women including through the use of affirmative actions measures. Therefore in terms of 
compliance with SADC Protocol, the UDM is still not yet complying. So far it appears that the 
UDM is committed to the provision of the SADC Protocol considering that there are plans of 
redressing gender imbalances within party structure, even though there are no timelines set 
for addressing women’s under-representation in party structures. 

3.3.6 Specific Party Recommendations

The following are specific recommendations directed to the UDM and UDEMWO for their 
attention in order to promote women’s political participation and representation.
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• Women should continue to advocate and lobby for internal party reforms to increase 
women’s participation and initiatives to improve the gender responsiveness of party 
platforms. 

• Members of the party must make sure that gender is mainstreamed into all the policies 
of the party, and what has been taken as a resolution is implemented within the party 
by all structures, with clear mechanisms to address non-compliance. 

• UDEMWO and UDM members should also ensure that for purposes of building 
a responsible political party that respect gender equality, specific rules for the 
participation of women in the national congress to ensure equal numbers of women 
and men should be implemented in the party. The descriptive representation of 
women in such an important structure can provide an opportunity to women to 
contribute to policy development, promote women’s interests in policy platforms 
and advise party leadership on gender issues.

• UDM and UDEMWO members should advocate for and adopt a compulsory 50/50 
quota system in their political party structures, in addition to the compiling of party lists. 
This means UDM members should ensure that the 50/50 gender representation is clearly 
written in the constitution so that it can be easy for them to devise and implement 
a strategy to break into the inner circle of power, and to demand accountability 
when rules are not implemented. Of great importance, having women represented 
in party leadership structures provides them with a platform where they can serve 
their apprenticeship before taking up positions in government. 

• UDM leadership together with UDEMWO should monitor party compliance with 
constitutional clauses of the UDM and guidelines for compiling a party list. In addition, 
bringing changes to formal institutions and the power structure are imperative when 
it concerns enhancing the participation of women in the political process.  

• UDEMWO should also make sure that the structure is represented in all branches and 
that it exists so that clauses that protect women’s participation in decision-making 
can be implemented. As empirical research shows that the implementation of some 
of the constitutional clauses can be implemented only if women are represented in 
line with party provisions.

• UDEMWO structures should be present and active in all branches because their 
presence can assist in the implementation of constitutional clauses and party 
provisions. 
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SECTION 4: ENGENDERING SERVICE DELIVERY IN PARTY PLATFORMS

This section contains findings from focus group discussions in five provinces, focusing on 
party responses to women’s needs and priorities, taken up through party manifestos and 
channelled into service delivery interventions. Case studies are drawn from urban, peri-urban 
and rural provinces. The findings deal with the question of agenda setting: why are women’s 
issues not on local party and municipal agenda, and how can this be accomplished; and 
the question of participation: how do women participate in local party and municipal 
processes? As noted, focus group discussions were convened in Western Cape, KwaZulu-
Natal, North West, Free State and Eastern Cape provinces. While findings do not constitute 
comprehensive situational analyses, they do point to substantive information that should 
inform parties’ development of party platforms and strategies to address gender inequality 
in the policy agenda for service delivery. 

A broad range of stakeholders participated in focus group discussions, including 
representatives from local women’s organisations, community-based organisations and 
different political formations and affiliations. Similarities and differences were drawn from 
these provinces in order to understand policy priorities for service delivery. 

4.1 Western Cape Province

As shown in Table 1 above, a total of three focus group discussions were convened in the 
Western Cape Province. The first focus group discussion was convened with CBOs and 
members of political parties at the branch level, in Cape Town. This was done in order to 
gauge the experiences and obstacles that face women both as local representatives and 
voters. The second focus group discussion was convened with faith based organisations 
(FBOs), non-governmental organisations (NGOs), some of government officials as well as 
local public representatives. The third focus group discussion was also convened with CBOs 
and members of political parties at the branch level, at Newlands Hotel. For the focus group 
discussions, a total of 43 participants overall, of which 28 were women from different CBOs, 
NGOs and political parties. The combination of councillors, CBOs, NGOs and political parties 
provided diverse views in focus group discussions, namely party responsiveness to women’s 
service delivery priorities and women’s participation in local party and municipal processes. 
Overall, women community stakeholders do not get to shape the agenda or get their issues 
onto the agenda.  

4.1.1 Perceptions of Women on Service Delivery

Based on the focus group discussions, a number of issues emerged. Most of these reflect 
negative perceptions in relation to service delivery such as the politicisation of the public 
service and service distribution, privatisation of services and lack of a neutral platform 
for community input. Women bear a greater burden as a result of poor service delivery 
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because their gender-defined role in the family means they have to act to address the 
service delivery shortfall, and because they are more vulnerable to safety and security 
issues. In addition, women experience greater difficulty in expressing their problems and 
asserting their needs in relation to service delivery, as a result of gender stereotypes and 
cultural norms that exclude them from local deliberations and decision-making.

The big question remains – why are women’s issues not on the agenda? There are specific 
reasons. Firstly, it was reported that in most cases councillors push services toward areas 
they see as supporting them politically. There was a consensus from focus group discussions 
participants that in some cases these services are provided without consultation with 
citizens about what their priorities are. This means that communities including women do 
not become part of the planning exercises, which somehow result in their preferences and 
priorities being ignored by their municipalities. In essence, lack of communication about 
service delivery from government means women, who form the majority of the poor, do 
not have access to information, or opportunity to feed into decision-making. This seems to 
suggest that planning processes are driven by other priorities and not that of citizens. These 
major impediments show the poor relations between communities and municipalities which 
indirectly or directly affect the placing of women’s issues on the agenda.

Secondly, participants reported the difficulties in using community participation processes 
and platforms. The participants held strong views that community meetings which are held 
every month are politicised. This means that there is no true community involvement, as these 
community meetings become political party meetings. This challenge undermines a neutral 
political space whereby local government issues can be discussed. Other participants 
felt that women usually do not say what they really want in community meetings due to 
the fact that men dominate those public participation platforms. This means that men still 
dominate even in these new democratic spaces and influence the policy making in favour 
of their constituencies. Participants felt that privatisation of service delivery is a big problem 
because it reduces municipal accountability to citizens and diminishes public participation, 
as well as held the view that if such services were provided by government, these would be 
more responsive to citizens needs, and would enhance municipal accountability to citizens.

Therefore, the problems of lack of neutral platforms, the politicisation of service delivery 
impacts on women’s participation and affects accountability of municipalities to women, 
as well as privatisation, results in barriers to the realisation of people’s constitutional rights. 
Participants argued that challenges to the availability of neutral spaces for participation, 
or consultative spaces, result in another form of participation, in that communities including 
women take up direct action such as protest action in order to take up of women’s issues. 
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4.1.2 Women and Culture

In the focus group discussions a number of issues were raised about culture as one of the 
significant obstacles to women’s participation. Firstly, most participants maintained that 
significant decisions in families and at the community level are still made by men, and this 
affects women in that they are marginalised in decision-making processes. According to 
participants women are still not seen as being able to tackle important issues like development 
and politics. Secondly, participants held views that culture is still used to legitimise men’s 
power and to ensure support for male political elites. The legitimisation of men’s power 
influences the way in which women participate in political processes, including voting. On 
the one hand, focus group discussions participants maintained that women do not support 
or vote for other women due to the influence of culture, which has left men with power to 
define what is accepted and unaccepted in communities. In this case women are seen 
as unsuitable for politics. The fact that there are still topics (such as traditional circumcision 
ceremony) that are still a taboo for women politicians to even discuss, reinforces the view of 
women not being suited for politics and to represent communities. Overall, women are not 
viewed as rightful leaders and decision-makers, with the result that women often would not 
speak fully if men are present. In addition, even though women can bypass customary and 
cultural objections, the fact that they are still restricted in defining the content of cultural 
practices is another form of exclusion taking place within the new democratic spaces.

On the other hand, other participants from focus group discussions felt that cultural 
constructs result in women being unaware of the actual power they do possess, within 
their communities and their families. However, one of the biggest challenges is the issue of 
political party patronage, which advantages male political elites and makes women turn 
against each other, in their quest for political favour from these elites. 

4.1.3 Women and Local Councillors

A number of issues emerged about local councillors, which speak to the issue of agenda 
setting. Participants maintained that once elected, councillors become politicised and do 
not serve people equitably. They argued that this is exacerbated by the fact that some of 
the ward councillors do not know their role, and if it happens that they pay attention to 
complaints from the community, it is argued that councillors are more likely to pay attention 
to men who complain about service delivery, than women. 

Some of the views expressed by focus group discussion participants discredit and marginalise 
women political representatives. According to them, having women as local councillors 
does not necessarily make things better. They claim that some women councillors do not 
listen to their constituencies. They would either ignore them or even ignore women’s issues 
completely. Participants maintained that a more effective way for people and women to 
have their issues with service delivery addressed would be to go to the government officials 
who have power and authority to act on a particular issue, rather than going to councillors. 
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Participants in focus group discussions shared additional challenges facing women, 
including that of party paternalism and accountability toward party leaders as a result of 
the PR closed party list system, rather than to women as a constituency group. Participants 
also claimed that if surrogate representation (see section 2) can be discouraged, the 
culture of service delivery would be improved in that this would create a space for direct 
representation from government and also their voices cannot be easily silenced by some 
who come from the same territory.   

4.1.4 Opportunities and Challenges for Women’s Participation

There were numerous positive perceptions highlighted by focus group discussion participants 
about women’s political participation. Firstly, they claimed that women can address service 
delivery shortcomings evident at the municipal level by engaging with municipalities to 
surface service delivery challenges impacting on them and communities, and contribute 
towards developing solutions, drawing on their experiential knowledge. Secondly, the 
interface between perceived local government failures, and perceptions of women as 
problem solvers, present women with an opportunity to participate to a greater degree in 
local governance. One respondent stated that ‘there are forums and avenues for women 
to get their issues onto the agenda, but they often do not take advantage of such spaces 
offered to them through the new democratic spaces’. 

Focus group discussions participants enumerated a number of challenges experience by 
women in engaging with local governance, ranging from a lack of skills, to the lack of 
confidence in speaking in public as a result of inadequate information and knowledge 
on how to interact with the system. Moreover, some participants observed that women 
who are elected as councillors do not seem to know what to do once they get elected. In 
addition, women’s domestic burden inhibits their ability to participate in local government 
processes, and politics generally. 

4.2 KwaZulu-Natal Province

As shown in Table 1 above, a total of two focus group discussions were convened in the 
Umkhanyakude District in KwaZulu-Natal. The first focus group discussion was undertaken 
with community-based organisations and political parties at the branch level at 
Umhlabuyalingana Local Municipality in the Umkhanyakude District Municipality. This was 
done in order to gauge the experiences and obstacles that face women both as local 
representatives and voters. The second focus group discussion was convened with both 
ward-based and proportional representative councillors from Big Five False Bay Local 
Municipality and Hlabisa Local Municipality in the Umkhanyakude District Municipality. For 
the focus group discussions, a total of 28 participants overall, of which eight were women 
from different CBOs, NGOs and political parties. 
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4.2.1 Perceptions of Women on Service Delivery

During the focus group discussions the issue of safety of women was raised, with participants 
from CBOs insisting that female headed households are victims of crime and stock theft. 
Other focus group participants in this study confirmed this, adding that women become 
more affected when it comes to service delivery where especially widows become 
targeted in communities because they are vulnerable and not able to defend themselves. 
Participants further acknowledged their participation in the drafting of municipal Integrated 
Development Plans (IDPs), where such issues of concern were surfaced, but complained 
that services that would have been identified through IDP processes are barely delivered 
to communities. For women engaged in agricultural activities, the opportunities appear 
severely limited. The participants pointed to the lack of or to poor service delivery of 
water, and its impact on women in rural communities. Most councillors acknowledged 
this, adding that the power to supply bulk water where women can benefit was given 
to District Municipalities, making it difficult for local municipalities to deal with what is not 
within their powers or mandate. One participant argued that ‘even if we can express our 
views and identify our problems related to service delivery in rural local government, these 
local municipalities suffer budgetary constraints’. It is apparent that while many community 
members are disillusioned about service delivery, the impact seems to be particularly felt 
by women in the community. 

The focus group discussions revealed that the poor service delivery which continues 
to marginalise and impact negatively on women appears to be embedded in the 
post apartheid institutional arrangements of local government. Some councillors who 
participated in this study acknowledged the poor service delivery and highlighted some 
challenges. According to them, rural municipalities depend on the equitable share from 
the national government in order for them to provide services to communities under their 
jurisdiction; unfortunately this public funding is not enough to cover and to deal with the 
service delivery backlog. They also added that lack of presence of industries and private 
sector companies in their area contributes to poor revenue generation, further undermining 
the municipal revenue base. There appears to be an acknowledgement from the local 
public representatives that there is not much that they can do as long as they still receive 
insufficient funding from the national government.

Focus group participants raised the issue of corruption as one of the contributing factors 
to poor service delivery. Participants held strong views that politicians are colluding with 
senior officials in corrupt activities that affect service delivery. Moreover, they claimed 
that councillors are invisible in their communities, and this contributes to a situation where 
service delivery is not informed by communities’ priorities. In any case, as discussion above 
revealed, participation in IDP forums and processes seem not to have any impact to service 
delivery. This poor service delivery impact predominantly on women and therefore adds 
to economic and financial disempowerment of women in rural areas through inadequate 
service delivery.
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Focus group participants associated poor service delivery with political parties. According to 
these participants, political parties affect service delivery especially where there are internal 
fights within political parties or between political parties in the council. Other participants 
pointed to the changing and training of new leadership as delaying and contributing to 
poor service delivery. Some added that when political parties are in power they penalise 
communities where they perceive they do not enjoy political support, by withholding 
services, and maintained that during election campaigns, politicians make commitments 
that are never taken up through service delivery. 
      
4.2.2 Women and Culture

During the focus group discussions the issue of culture was raised and participants insisted 
that it serves as one of the blockages to women’s political participation and representation. 
Participants argued that most women are still taught by their leaders that they should 
respect men, and such teachings result in men dominating decision-making structures and 
processes. Some insisted that women are fearful to express their views in meetings and 
men use the very same political space to dominate in the decision-making platforms. Other 
participants added that the teachings that women should respect men and the elders are 
some of the issues that result in women not expressing their ideas on how best to transform 
society. Discussion participants pointed to women’s lack of confidence as a result of cultural 
constructs as one of the major contributing factors to women’s not supporting other women 
in leadership positions, but rather continuing to elect men in key decision-making structures. 
In essence, this may be due to an internalised bias against women as leaders, as a direct 
consequence of socialisation.  

4.2.3 Women and Local Councillors

The issue of nomination and inclusion of women as councillors through party lists was 
discussed, with women participants in the Big Five False Bay Municipality focus group insisting 
that women PR councillors in local government are viewed by voters as illegitimate and not 
as “true” representatives of people. According to them, the situation is exacerbated by 
institutional arrangements when it comes to project distribution, as only ward councillors 
are assigned significant roles and resources in this regard, being viewed as legitimate 
representatives and actors when it comes to development activities. Focus group 
discussions participants cited this institutional practice and bias as further marginalising and 
undermining women in governance.   Participants in the focus group discussions expressed 
the view that as a result of this institutionalised bias, women councillors will not access the 
benefits of municipal policies and programmes, and will not be in a position to mainstream 
gender equality and ensure the empowerment of community women. It is clear from these 
discussions that women as local government representatives face twin challenges – that 
of inadequate institutional transformation to ensure local government’s responsiveness to 
women’s interests and issues; and inadequate linkages between elected representatives 
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and constituencies of women, to enable them to challenge bias and discrimination in 
existing patterns of resource allocation.  

4.2.4 Opportunities and Challenges for Women’s Participation

During focus group discussions, issues of opportunities and challenges for women’s 
participation were discussed, with participants insisting that there are opportunities for 
women to take leadership positions in local government politics. Participants maintained that 
the fact that women participate in local government through political parties is evidence 
of this, noting that despite difficulties experienced in municipal chambers, there are public 
participation channels that women can use to advocate for better service delivery. These 
participants argued strongly that such opportunities are supported by the fact that women 
are perceived as more suitable for local government politics, because these focus on 
“bread and butter” development issues traditionally seen as areas of interest and activism 
for women, because of their impact on families and communities.

However, some participants acknowledged that women are intimidated against taking 
up opportunities available in the political space. These participants blamed men for not 
encouraging women to take leadership positions. One participant in the Big Five False 
Bay Municipality focus group discussion stated that ‘men cannot assist in uplifting women 
because once women have a low self-esteem men benefit in the process because there 
are few women who can challenge them when contesting for leadership positions’. These 
participants argued that in order to capacitate and assist women who are brave enough 
in advocating for women’s interests, government and political parties should educate 
communities to view such women as true representative and legitimate actors in the 
development arena.  

4.3 North West Province

As shown in Table 1 above, a total of three focus group discussions were convened in the 
North West Province. The first focus group discussion was convened with CBOs and members 
of political parties at the branch level at Mahikeng. This was done in order to gauge the 
experiences and obstacles that face women both as local representatives and voters. The 
second focus group discussion was convened with both ward-based and proportional 
representative councillors, and was also convened in Mahikeng. The third focus group 
discussion was convened with CBOs and members of political parties at the branch level 
at Klerksdorp. For the focus group discussions, a total of 31 participants overall, of which 13 
were women from different CBOs, NGOs and political parties. 
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4.3.1 Perceptions of Women on Service Delivery

The issue of skills was raised and discussed in the focus group discussions. Focus group 
participants associated poor access to and delivery of services with lack of capacity and 
necessary skills at the municipal level. According to participants, government officials do not 
have the necessary skills relevant to provide services to the people. Focus group participants 
maintained that the fact that in most cases government officials are politically deployed, 
it means that challenges to service delivery are not likely to be resolved in the near future. 
This is evidence of a perception that the challenge to service delivery is also due to the 
centralisation of power within both party and state, whereby ‘cadres’ are ‘deployed’ to 
key positions in the public services, despite the lack of relevant skills. Overall, focus group 
discussions participants argued that officials need proper training considering that a lot of 
them are unskilled. 

The issue of skills results in a confluence of problems impacting negatively on service 
delivery. Focus group discussion participants expressed the view that if officials are poorly 
skilled, there are inadequate opportunities for them to acquire the necessary skills, because 
service delivery is not their primary focus. Participants were of the view that such officials 
rather seem to have a responsibility to protect the interests of those who ‘deployed’ them 
in government institutions.  Some participants argued that budget for service delivery 
is wrongly used because it does not address their problems and is not informed by their 
priorities. Moreover, other participants held the view that due to poorly skilled personnel, 
service delivery is declining. Participants pointed out that the fact that departmental 
budgets are returned to national treasury as a result of under-spending, is clear evidence 
that officials are failing to provide and improve service delivery. 

Most participants in the Klerksdorp focus group discussion highlighted these factors as key to 
the backlog evident in services that are key to addressing practical and strategic gender 
needs, such as access to water, health and education. According to their observation 
women still suffer from inadequate service delivery, because the majority of them are not 
able to access critical services. According to one of the participants from the CBO, ‘people 
from the rural areas where majority of them are women still do not have RDP houses’. 
Furthermore, focus group discussions participants were of the view that women’s issues and 
interests as well as policies intended to mainstream gender and empower women are likely 
to be bypassed. This is aggravated in situations where ordinary citizens and women are 
unaware of policies and programmes available to improve service delivery, and therefore 
take advantage of these. 

The issue of poor planning for service delivery was raised and discussed in the focus group 
discussions. Most participants in Mahikeng pointed out that the lack of a synergic relationship 
during the planning process results in the duplication of services. For instance, they mentioned 
a place like Taung where there are two clinics in the same yard, but communities still cannot 
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access medication. This lack of synergy and cooperation between state entities has an 
impact on women’s access to services. Moreover, some participants made reference to 
difficulties experienced in participating in the IDP process. According to legal frameworks 
for citizen participation, communities should be involved in the whole process of formulation, 
implementation and evaluation of municipal IDPs. Focus group participants argued that 
in the North West province there is a tendency to draw communities into consultative 
processes on the IDP, when it is apparent that key decisions have already been concluded. 
Some focus group participants viewed IDPs as a new technology to divert funds away 
from service delivery to political interests of patronage. Overall, evidence seems to suggest 
that agenda setting for women’s issues are restricted due to this intersection of competing 
interests – partisan and territorial. 

The issue of obstacles to service delivery was raised and discussed in the focus group 
discussions. In Mahikeng focus group discussion participants held the view that in the current 
system of service delivery there is institutionalised bias, with participants maintaining that 
beneficiaries are obliged to be members of the ANC if they are to benefit from services. One 
participants stated that ‘South Africa is not democratic … we are back to square one. In the 
old regime, the government was white, in the new regime, we have an ANC government, 
where jobs are reserved for ANC. Everything is reserved for ANC, as long as you are not 
an ANC member you get nothing. Bursaries for school kids are for ANC members only. The 
system is not right but biased’. Therefore, political bias impacting on service delivery, further 
undermining ability of community women to influence the policy agenda and benefit from 
services.  

4.3.2 Women and Local Councillors

The issue of the role of councillors and local government officials in service delivery was 
discussed in focus group discussions, with participants noting that there is an unclear division 
of responsibilities in this regard. These participants argued that there seems to be a tendency 
in communities to assume that councillors provide services, while in fact part of councillors’ 
responsibilities is to recommend and approve plans for service delivery in council meetings, 
which are then implemented by officials. Nonetheless, this does not address challenges in 
accountability on service delivery issues.  

It is observed that in South Africa, a mixed electoral system of closed list proportional 
representation and a constituency system have contributed to increase of women’s numbers 
as candidates in local government elections. Most focus group discussions participants 
argued that it is unfortunate that PR councillors do not have wards specifically allocated 
to them through the system of local governance, but are rather deployed by their political 
parties in different wards. Moreover, women are less successful in wards where they have 
to directly compete against male candidates, with women voters tending to support male 
councillors in their wards, rather than women councillors, because of gendered socialisation. 
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Other participants argued that where both ward based councillors and PR councillors are 
deployed to wards, it is not usually explained as to how they should work with each other 
as councillors. Participants noted that this is an issue of concern for women, in that in the 
process, women’s issues are excluded from the agenda due to the competing interests of 
candidates and their political parties. 

Most focus group discussions participants were in agreement that the greatest challenge 
remains that of an apparent tendency by municipal stakeholders to focus energy on the 
design of new projects, at the expense of necessary interventions to strengthen basic 
infrastructure and access to services.  Some participants concluded that this is because 
such infrastructure is associated with the apartheid regime. As a result, sitting councillors do 
not see themselves as being accountable to their constituencies for such deficiencies, but 
shift the blame to previous councillors.  They prefer to focus on new projects, and do not 
want to be associated with old projects which were not informed by their decisions.   

 In addition, in the process of project design, implementation and monitoring and evaluation, 
gender mainstreaming does not seem to be prioritised. As argued above, participants 
asserted that in the process of the drafting of IDPs, frameworks such as National Gender 
Policy Framework and Gender Policy Framework for Local Government are not always 
taken into consideration in the planning process. This means IDPs do not address gender 
mainstreaming in 
service delivery planning.

4.3.3 Opportunities and Challenges for Women’s Participation

The issue of opportunities and challenges was discussed more extensively in the North West 
Province. Some of the participants held the view that in the post apartheid women are more 
visible in addressing or in surfacing cases of gender-based violence (GBV).  Participants 
noted that women should not only see their activism in response to GBV, but should also assert 
themselves in development and governance decision-making processes and structures, as 
well as in planning processes in response to vulnerability to GBV. Some argued further that 
men should not hijack the agenda for women, in that women should be seen presenting 
memorandums during protests, rather than male leadership taking this opportunity.  

Some participants raised the issue that women in rural areas are more disadvantaged 
because most of them have limited knowledge of specific policies meant to promote gender 
equality. Participants viewed the lack of knowledge to be constraining women from having 
enough information to protect and monitor the abuse of their constitutional rights. Therefore, 
they recommended that women in rural areas need to be educated through outreach 
programmes about avenues available for them so that they can respond and confront their 
day to day challenges. Such a lack of understanding of policy frameworks and available 
spaces to engage on these, coupled with inadequate understanding of gender equality 
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suggests limited education, access to information and therefore take-up on these issues. 
This undermines the ability of women in rural communities to claim their constitutional rights 
to gender equality and enjoy the benefits entrenched in the constitution and provided by 
gender legislation. Some participants blamed women for not taking advantages of the 
spaces created for them due to the fact that they tend to undermine themselves, and also 
because of their failure to overcome intimidation from men. Overall, there are challenges 
affecting women’s political participation in the political space and around communities.

4.4  Free State Province

As shown in Table 1 above, a total of two focus group discussions were convened in 
the Free State Province. The first focus group discussion was convened with members of 
political parties at the branch level at Bloemfontein. This was done in order to gauge the 
experiences and obstacles that face women both as local representatives and voters. The 
second focus group discussion was convened with both ward-based and proportional 
representative councillors from Mangaung Municipality. For the focus group discussions, a 
total of 14 participants overall, of which six were women from different CBOs, NGOs and 
political parties. 

4.4.1 Perceptions of Women on Service Delivery

During the focus group discussion the issue of maintenance of infrastructure was raised, 
with participants from both CBOs and local politicians from Mangaung Municipality insisting 
that women are mostly affected due to poor level of maintenance of infrastructure. The 
participants argued that the poor maintenance of infrastructure violates the constitutional 
rights of people in the province. Some focus group participants confirmed that the 
municipality does not have sufficient budget to replace old infrastructure. 

Some participants added that there are a number of challenges that contribute to the 
exclusion of women’s issues from the agenda of the municipality. One female participant 
eloquently stated that ‘public participation is extremely important to assist or to give 
direction to service delivery but so far in practice the opinions of the public are not taken 
into consideration. Therefore the process of compiling the IDP is not fair considering that for 
those who are supposed to be beneficiaries, their opinion are excluded or left out’. Some 
participants blamed their local councillors for not holding community meetings to inform 
them of issues relating to service delivery. Some explained that surrogate representation 
contributes to the exclusion of people in decision-making processes, and pointed to the 
failure of councillors to understand when community meetings should be held to ensure 
greatest accessibility, because they do not reside in those local districts.  This means that 
women are still marginalised even in the new democratic spaces, with meetings being 
convened either when they are occupied with domestic responsibilities, or at times or in 
locations when it is either not safe for them to travel to meetings, or not conducive for them 
to be out in the public arena, as a result of cultural stereotypes. 
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Participants from focus group discussions maintained that there are moments when service 
delivery is undermined by the vested interests of political representatives, who appear more 
concerned about retaining their position than serving the interests of the community. One 
participant argued that ‘once elected as a councillor you get orders from the faction, 
which is led by somebody who is a man and so it becomes very difficult to be independent 
because you take orders from the faction. Your worry is less about accelerating service 
delivery, but it is more about securing your future and getting retained for the next term, so 
whatever that you do you know you must make sure that you are still aligned to the dominant 
faction because irrespective of how you perform as a woman in terms of accelerating 
service delivery in a ward if you are not sympathetic or aligned to the dominant faction 
you have to forget about being retained’. This further underscores some of the challenges 
experienced by women within political parties.   

4.4.2 Women and Local Councillors

One of the issues discussed was the confusion about the role of officials and councillors. On 
the one hand, some participants have observed that most community members still feel 
that councillors are there to assist them with everything, even with work that is supposed 
to be done by the officials. The issue of trust was raised, with some participants pointing 
out that ‘ some of the people see public representatives advancing their interests of their 
political parties at their expense, that is why there are direct actions such as protests for 
service delivery because people have lost confidence’. Another participant added, 
‘councillors are seen as people who just come to lie to people’. This means both officials 
and councillors can be blamed for the failures of the communities for failing to draw a 
line between councillors’ duties and that of the officials at the local government, because 
it means communities are not capacitated enough to understand and to draw these 
divisions. In addition, it is apparent that provisions within the Municipal Systems Act relating 
to community participation, are not taken seriously by some municipalities.

4.4.3 Opportunities and Challenges for Women’s Participation

Participants held the view that because of the fact that women are in charge of the 
maintenance of households, as a result of the gendered division of labour in relation 
to domestic responsibilities, this provides them with the opportunity to see that their 
contribution to politics can make a great difference to people’s lives. Also, one female 
participant stated that ‘the fact that women as mothers often focus in social side it gives 
them a positive leeway from the community in a sense that they are seen as leaders who 
will be more attached to the suffering of people’. One male participant argued that 
women have opportunities in the post apartheid regime, but advised that women should 
use information correctly when they are exposed to it, rather than to take policies that 
are crafted to empower them and use such policies to punish men. This would indicate 
that while women are emancipated and being empowered in the post apartheid regime, 
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some men are clearly not comfortable with the way this translates into women’s action 
in the public arena. Participants strongly suggested the value of women’s empowerment 
interventions in strengthening and supporting women’s political participation. 

During the focus group discussions the issue of gender-based violence was raised and 
discussed.  Participants agreed that gender-based violence experienced by women in the 
public and private spheres undermines their participation in politics. Participants argued 
that the prevalence of gender-based violence can marginalise women even in important 
internal processes in their political parties such as during the recruitment process as well as 
during the candidate selection. It appears that the prevalence of gender-based violence 
can marginalise women even if political parties have clear party mechanisms of deploying 
women into decision-making structures. 

4.5 Eastern Cape Province

As shown in Table 1 above, a total of two focus group discussions were convened in the 
Eastern Cape Province. The first focus group discussion was convened with CBOs, civil society 
organisations and political parties at the branch levels at East London. Moreover, some 
municipal Gender Focal Persons (GFP) also participated in the focus group discussions. This 
was done in order to gauge the experiences and obstacles that face women both as local 
representatives and voters. The second focus group discussion was convened with both 
ward-based and proportional representative councillors, and was also convened at East 
London. For the focus group discussions, a total of 25 participants overall, of which 19 were 
women from different CBOs, NGOs and political parties. 

4.5.1 Perceptions of Women on Service Delivery

In the focus group discussions participants argued that there is a need to a mechanism 
to separate the councillors from the politicising service delivery once they are elected. 
Men and women have the same issues related to service delivery, but the burden of poor 
service falls to most heavily on women because it is often women who have to make up 
for shortfalls in service delivery. This means women are always at risk because of service 
delivery because they become victims of crime and domestic violence more especially 
if issues related to safety and security are not taken into consideration. Some focus group 
discussions participants argued that people themselves are also to be blamed because 
they do not have a sense of self-reliance. According to them, citizens need to take control 
of their lives through discussions and feedback to government. 

The focus group discussions revealed that the continued poor service delivery which 
continues to marginalise women appears to be embedded in the post apartheid institutional 
arrangements of local government. Some councillors who participated to this study 
acknowledged the poor service delivery and highlighted some challenges. According to 
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them, rural municipalities depend on the equitable share from the national government 
in order for them to provide services to communities under their jurisdiction; unfortunately 
this public funding is not enough to cover and to deal with service delivery backlog. They 
also added that lack of industries and firms contribute to poor generation of the source of 
revenue, and this also reduces the scope of having a revenue base. There appears to be 
an acknowledgement from the local public representatives that there is not much that they 
can do as long as they still receive insufficient funding from the national government.

4.5.2 Women and Culture

During the focus group discussions the issue of culture was raised and participants insisted 
that women are still treated as minors especially in social structures. They claimed that not 
many women will speak up if men are in the room and even if they do they usually do not 
hold the room’s attention for a very long time. Accordingly, this has to do with a number of 
factors like confidence, culture and even tone of voice. For some participants patriarchy is 
reproduced and maintained through stories in a sense that they insisted that it is male anti-
apartheid leaders’ stories that are told; the stories of the female leaders rarely get told, so 
there are no good role models for women. This seems to suggest that in the public space 
there is purification of information. Participants are of the view that the new generation of 
women appears to be more confident, so in this case there is hope for change. In addition, 
it was argued that mothers should educate and empower their daughters.  

There are also other numerous practices that have contributed to a continued internalised 
oppression which affect women’s political participation. Most participants argued that the 
dichotomy between women’s public and private lives prevents women from reporting and 
speaking publicly about gender-based or domestic violence. Some women participants 
in the Eastern Cape argued against the persistence of women’s exclusion in the lives of 
their children especially during the initiation process. According to them, during the process 
cultural practices of initiation feel that boys are given a community stamp of approval 
whereas with women or girls there is no such approval. The issue of culture is not only limited 
to social structures, but also to religious institutions. Participants argued that women are not 
allowed to have leadership roles in church. In essence, this may be due to internalised bias 
against women as leaders and consequence of socialisation.  

4.5.3 Women and Local Councillors

The issue of challenges facing councillors was raised and discussed in the focus group 
discussions. Firstly, it was noted that councillors are inaccessible. As a result of their 
inaccessibility councillors fail to work with citizens or communities in order to identify their 
exact needs. Some participants observed that one of the contributing factors to councillors’ 
inaccessibility is due to the fact that they hold a number of positions in the society. It was 
argued that in order to improve councillors need to communicate with the public more often 
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so that they can be effective. Secondly, participants revealed that individual councillors do 
not have any decision-making powers, so there is a need to be some way to hold politicians 
responsible. Some focus group discussion participants argued that there is a need to be 
a wholesale change in the institutional culture of service delivery. For example, a police 
officer can ignore or treat a woman reporting domestic violence very rudely and if the 
woman reports that to the local councillor, the councillor will do nothing. 

4.5.4 Opportunities and Challenges for Women’s Participation

In the focus group discussions issues of opportunities and challenges for women’s participation 
were discussed, with participants insisting that there are opportunities for women to take 
leadership positions in local government politics. Participants maintained that in order to 
increase women’s participation both men and women can work together where women 
can take opportunities available in the political space and men can also play a role by 
not suppressing women. This means a new relationship can be forged so that women can 
participate in new democratic spaces, and men can assist by including women in each 
and every step. Women also have challenges which affect their participation in the political 
space. Some participants maintained that some women lack skills and some women are 
being held back by men who discredit them when they take leadership positions. 

Overall, the majority of participants in all provinces studied constantly raised issues of the 
exclusion of people’s voices as well as women’s opinions in the drafting of IDPs. This shows 
poor relationships between municipalities, political parties and communities with regard 
to municipal service provision. This means public participation is skewed. Moreover, there 
is a limited responsibility by public representatives to account to citizen about issues of 
service delivery. Numerous accounts of these negative experiences were obtained from 
focus group discussions where the majority of participants consistently raised issues of lack 
of consultation during decision-making processes and poor relationships between public 
representatives and their communities when it comes to service delivery. 
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SECTION 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Conclusions of the Study

This report is based on the findings of an empirical research work carried out with three 
political parties and in five provinces in South Africa. This report is part of the evidence-
based assessment of political parties in their efforts to promote women’s full and equal 
political participation in party decision making structures. It was aimed to evaluate progress 
made in the promotion of gender equality, empowerment and gender transformation in 
political parties in order to strengthen awareness among political party leaders (both men 
and women) on the strategies to overcome challenges to women’s effective participation 
in party decision-making at local level; and to assist political parties to engage in more 
informed dialogue about policies that respond to the service delivery needs of women. The 
study examined party mechanisms and strategies as well as internal policies and activities of 
participated political parties. The study was based on a combination of literature review, in-
depth interviews with office bearers of political parties’ as well as 12 Focus Group Discussions 
convened in different provinces. A broad range of stakeholders participated in focus group 
discussions, including representatives from local women’s organisations, community-based 
organisations and different political formations and affiliations.  

This section concludes this study by drawing from empirical findings. It captures key 
opportunities for and challenges to women’s political participation and representation, 
and best practice and recommendations in this regard, drawing on findings and insights 
from the three parties, and from global and regional studies. 

5.2 Challenges to Women’s Political Participation and Representation

In this part we concentrate in identifying the common problems women face in articulating 
and shaping their interests. These problems can be categorised into different areas: 
political, socio-economic, and ideological and psychological. In these political obstacles 
that women face, the following feature prominently:

• The persistence and prevalence of ‘masculine model’ of political life and elected 
government bodies as well as poor representation of women in leadership positions 
of political parties;

• Lack of party support, for example, limited financial support for women candidates, 
limited access to political networks, and the more stringent standards and qualifications 
applied for women;

• Lack to access to well-developed education and training systems to women’s 
leadership in general, and for orienting women towards political life; and 

• The nature of the electoral system, which may or may not be favourable to women 
candidates.
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5.2.1 Masculine Model of Politics

Men largely dominate the political arena and formulate the rules of the political game. As 
discussed in section 3, male domination is reflected in political party structures and leadership 
positions. It was revealed that there is under-representation of the women in top positions of 
the studied political parties, and then it can be concluded that men still continue to occupy 
top positions in political parties, thus giving them an opportunity to exercise more authority 
at decision-making levels than women do. However, this does not mean male dominated 
leadership have no political will, because there are documents which are gender sensitive, 
and there are clear processes to promote and protect gender equity, and ensuring the 
attainment of gender equality. The major challenge facing political parties lies with the 
poor implementation of resolutions for promoting gender equality and non-compliance 
with decisions taken from critical structures. In essence, women find themselves excluded 
even if they are participant in political parties on the one hand, and ultimately be excluded 
through practices and the exercise of power of those political parties on the other hand. 
Nonetheless, it is clear from the information available that despite the 50% representation 
of women in the political structures, women continue to occupy lower positions compared 
to their male counterparts who tend to occupy higher positions and dominate decision-
making positions.

5.2.2 Lack of Party Support
Women play important roles in mobilising and campaigning for their parties, but they rarely 
occupy decision-making positions in these structures. This study found out that the lack of 
financial resources in branches for effective functioning result in a situation where there 
are minimal activities related to promoting gender equality. During focus group discussions 
there were countless accounts about the weakness of branches and institutional channels 
for the representation of women’s interests and the failures of women’s wings sometimes 
to provide political leadership in order to ensure that a women’s agenda is always taken 
seriously. 

Political parties posses resources for conducting election campaigns and women rarely 
benefit from these resources. Some political parties do not provide sufficient financial support 
for women candidates. For example, in the UDM it was clear in their nomination guidelines 
that soon after candidates have been nominated in party structures he/she has to deposit 
money to the party. In-depth interviews with leaders in the UDM confirmed that there is 
a tendency during elections that branches pay for their nominated candidates should it 
happen that such candidates do not have their own funding. This means that if women are 
not fully supported the pool of women candidates can significantly decrease the number 
of women elected considering that women are less stable financially. Research from other 
studies indicates that a large pool of women candidates, combined with sufficient financial 
resources can significantly increase the number of women elected.
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 The nomination and selection process within political parties is biased against women due to 
the fact that ‘male characteristics’ that are emphasised often become a criteria in selecting 
candidates. Evidence from political parties studied seems to suggest that women are often 
not placed in winnable positions on party lists. It is suggested that women’s participation is 
better realised when there are quotas with a placement mandate. Moreover, evidence from 
studied political parties suggests that political parties do not have placement mandates, 
and this contributes to minimal representation of women in government structures. 

5.2.3 Lack of Education and Training

The participation of women in politics is constrained by poverty, lack of education and 
access to information. Respondents from focus group discussions were in agreement that it 
is difficult for women to participate in political life when their major concern is survival and 
they have no choice but to spend much of their time in trying to meet their basic needs of 
families. Most importantly, candidate nomination procedures require a minimum level of 
literacy, and this prevents women from registering as candidates for elections. In addition to 
basic education, many women lack the  training in politics required to participate effectively 
in the political arena. It is therefore important that women from an early stage are given 
access to work patterns that are conducive to political leadership, such as special training 
in community based organisations and even encouraged to participate to women’s 
leadership programmes.

5.2.4 Lack of Confidence

Most participants identified lack of confidence as one of the main reasons for women’s 
under-representation in formal institutions such as in parliaments, municipal chambers and in 
political parties. It is argued that women with determination and confidence they can reach 
the highest levels in the political process. It is in line with this that women are encouraged 
that they should believe in themselves and should do away with the widespread perception 
that men have to be their leaders. Women are equal to and have the same potential as 
men, but only they can always fight for rights. In addition, women are very good support-
mobilisers, campaigners and organisers, but fear sometimes prevents them from contesting 
elections and from participating in political life.  

5.2.5 Electoral Systems

The type of electoral system in a country plays an important role in women’s political 
representation. In South Africa the proportional representation form of municipal electoral 
system enables women to enter as councillors, through party lists, particularly where 
quota systems are enacted, whereas the direct form of representation limits women’s 
representation, as a result of patriarchal perceptions of women’s political leadership. 
Research indicates that women as electoral representatives face twin challenges – that 



66 Women and Political Parties in South Africa

of inadequate institutional transformation to ensure local government’s responsiveness to 
women’s interests and issues, and inadequate linkages between elected representatives 
and constituencies of women, to enable them to challenge bias and discrimination in 
existing patterns of resource allocation.

Moreover, findings from the study also indicate that most respondents and participants were 
in agreement that the greatest challenge remains the legacy of patriarchy in overcoming 
entrenched attitudes and perception relating to women’s leadership. This prevents parties 
from putting forward women’s candidates, prevents women from standing for nomination, 
and men and women from voting for women candidates. In addition, the quality of women’s 
political participation is severely limited by the way in which seats are distributed to women 
as candidates at local government level. For example, as PR elected councillors, women 
have a lesser degree of power, and the manner in which representation and participation 
are structured and facilitated affects their participation in terms of relative power. As a 
matter of fact, elected women members still suffer from lack of acceptance as political 
leaders.

5.3 Summary of Findings

1) In terms of the number of women represented in political party structures, evidence 
from the study shows that there is poor representation of women in leadership positions 
of political parties. This means political structures are still dominated by men, despite the 
constitutional clause for equality to guide institutions committed to gender equality and 
country’s commitment to the 2015 protocol.16 However, the representation of women 
increased after 1994 general elections onwards in terms of the number of women 
occupying seats in the National Assembly, due to the ANC’s voluntary quota.

2) The study revealed that political parties have undertaken progressive strategies 
to improve women’s political participation, due to the fact that some have been 
influenced by the strategies of other political parties (the spill over effect) in advancing 
women’s representation, resulting in comparable or complimentary initiatives. However, 
these institutional mechanisms for increasing the number of women in public office are 
undermined somewhat by political parties because they are not legal requirements 
embedded in electoral legislation, but rather internal party policy, even though there 
are efforts to enhance women’s political participation.

3) The study found that in political parties studied there are internal party regulations to 
address gender equality and adopted measures for women’s participation in decision-
making structures. The greatest challenge is with the implementation of these provisions 
because the partisan interests rather than women’s interests dominate discussions in 
political party structures. This is also caused by the fact that there is limited political 
education directed to branches, and this can avail opportunities which favour the 

16  Hicks and Buccus, 2012
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political elite at the expense of the militants in branches. Accordingly, this prevents a 
situation where women’s participation may be promoted not only as candidates, but 
also as party members, leaders, and office holders.

4) The study found that in some cases there are competing variables such as party interests, 
territorial interests and women interests. Therefore if the former is more dominant in the 
beginning it limits the ability to address gender equality issues because of party discipline 
where party members have to be guided by political party mandate. The policies of the 
parties determine the way in which members vote in the process of candidate selection 
or in the organisational election processes. This reinforces the importance of ensuring 
gender mainstreaming in the policies of the party.

5) The study also found that South Africa does not have legislated or a constitutional quota 
for women’s representation, and that only one party, the ANC, has voluntarily adopted 
a 50/50 quota system. Other parties studied do have measures for addressing gender 
inequality in their political party structures, but there are no sanctions for non-compliance. 
Therefore, parties must learn to put enforcement mechanisms in place, where party 
executive committee and candidate selection committee should be empowered to 
reject any party lists or internal recruitment process that does not adhere to quota rules. 

6) The study found that in the absence of a legislative requirement for political parties 
and government to implement, the equal representation of women in decision-making 
positions, and the achievement of the de jure and de facto equality of men and women 
will be difficult to attain.

7) The study found that a patriarchal and male-dominated societal structure makes 
it difficult for women to enter the political process. Thus, bringing changes to formal 
institutions is imperative when it concerns enhancing the participation of women in the 
political process. 

8) The study found that the government has a significant role to play in ensuring gender 
transformation within political parties and structures, since it possesses the legitimate 
authority to enact reforms. However, societal actors comprising political parties and 
women’s organisations also influence the reform process, either directly or indirectly, 
through influencing policy choices. This means the government can legislate a 50/50 
quota to compel parties to enact measures to encourage and promote women’s 
participation and leadership, and ensure their equitable representation on party lists. 

9) The findings indicate that all respondents and participants were in agreement that 
the greatest challenge remains the legacy of patriarchy in overcoming entrenched 
attitudes and perception relating to women’s leadership. This prevents parties from 
putting forward women’s candidates, prevents women from standing for nomination, 
and men and women from voting for women candidates.
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10) There is a limited responsibility by public representatives to account to citizen about issues 
of service delivery. Numerous accounts of these negative experiences were obtained 
from focus group discussions where the majority of participants consistently raised issues 
of the lack of consultation during decision-making processes, and poor relationships 
between public representatives and their constituent communities when it comes to 
service delivery.

11) The study from international case studies found that if strategies to promote women’s 
involvement in the political process are to be effective, they should be linked to steps 
political parties can take across the specific phases of the electoral cycle – the pre-
electoral, electoral and post-electoral phases – and to the organisation and financing 
of the parties themselves.

12) The study found that best case practices show that ensuring women’s participation in 
internal structures is central to advancing gender equality in political parties. However, 
it is important that measures such as quotas be supplemented with other initiatives, 
including longer term capacity building and skills development, with the aim of ensuring 
that women are enabled to take up party leadership positions even in the absence of 
quota mechanisms.  

5.4 Recommendations and Best Practice 

The CGE proposes the following interventions and strategies to address these study findings, 
and fast-track women’s participation and representation within political parties: It is 
recommended that
1) The South African government needs to legislate on a 50/50 quota for women’s 

representation, to make the implementation of a quota system mandatory for all political 
parties. A range of punitive measures can be implemented for non-compliance. For 
instance, parties that do not abide by the law can expect public funding allocation 
cuts. This means that electoral authorities and party nomination committees should not 
accept a party electoral list if parties do not comply or place women in ‘winnable’ 
positions on the party lists. This can be implementable considering that political parties 
receive state funding and this financial support should be dependent upon political 
parties’ efforts to increase the proportion of women in their electoral bodies. Ultimately, 
however, parties that fail to comply with the quota system in their party list compilation 
could be barred from participating in an election.

2) Political parties must ensure that their policies and priorities respond to the needs of 
women and men, not only in terms of gender specific policy reforms, but also ensuring 
that gender is mainstreamed into all the policies of the party. This can be achieved 
through a policy committee that addresses gender mainstreaming and signs off on all 
policies for compliance, or through the provision of capacity building for party members.
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3) In order to retain current levels of women’s representation, political parties should ensure 
that women candidates replace exiting women representatives in any vacant seats in 
all levels of government. This means that political parties must decide that any vacated 
seat be filled by a woman as a way to maintain gains in the proportion of women 
members in the structures of government.

4) The inclusion of the perspective of women and their participation in politics are 
prerequisite for democratic development and contribute to good governance. Political 
parties are the primary vehicles for women’s political participation. It can be politically 
and financially advantageous for political parties to promote women’s empowerment 
initiatives actively throughout the electoral cycle. By openly and formally supporting 
women’s participation throughout policy formulation and decision-making, political 
parties can alter public opinion, generate new support bases, attract new members, 
increase the flow of public funding to the party, ensure the development of policy 
responsive to women’s particular needs, and improve their standing with other countries, 
among other political and practical benefits.

5) In the interim, in the absence of a current, legislated gender quota, political parties need 
to be encouraged to apply a 50/50 quota system for women at all levels of political 
representation, and they should be held to account in line with international, regional 
and national policy frameworks and obligations. 

6) Political parties collect, monitor and disseminate statistics and facts about women’s 
political participation and representation. This can enable feminists and women activists 
as well as advocates both inside and outside political parties to analyse the position of 
women in decision-making and to define problems, devise appropriate strategies and 
seek political support for proposed solutions.

7) From international best practices, political parties must investigate other processes to 
include motivated and qualified women in leadership positions, and sensitise party 
members about the importance of opening a supportive space for women among their 
members, leadership, and internal structures.

8) Political parties and civil society organisations (CSOs) during the campaign and election 
period should provide training and mentor women candidates by strengthening the 
campaigning skills of women candidates and providing women with more educational 
opportunities. It is suggested that such training may target fundraising, message 
development, working with the media, building voter contact and outreach programmes, 
writing campaign plans, and designing targeted methods of voter communication. 

9.  Political parties must adopt clear rules for the participation of women delegates at 
national party conferences considering that in these national conferences national 
organisational leaders are elected, resolutions and major party decisions are made as 
well as policies that guide the direction of the party are adopted. This means political 
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parties must establish targets to ensure that a proportion of the delegates attending are 
women.

10. Women’s wings should continue to advocate for measures to promote women’s electoral 
candidacies and lobby party leaders to ensure that women candidates were given 
high positions on the lists. In addition, women’s wings should sought funding for trainings 
and workshops for women’s candidates and activists, and conduct civic education 
and voter outreach. Moreover, women’s wings should always ensure that candidate 
selection procedures are updated where measures to address gender inequality are 
taken in order to ensure compliance with political party statutes.

11. Political parties should establish guidelines for candidate recruitment in party nomination 
committees. This means political parties should create candidate recruitment committees 
in order to ensure diversity in candidate recruitment and that the rules regarding inclusion 
of women candidates were followed. Guidelines should be clear and transparent and 
incorporate rules guaranteeing women’s participation. Accordingly opening the process 
up so it is more participatory can combat the tendency for leaders in some parties to 
handpick their candidates according to undefined criteria. 

12. Political parties should work with CSOs and the CGE to monitor compliance with internal 
quota systems. Research shows that in addition to electoral management bodies and 
internal party committees, CSOs have played an important role in several countries by 
monitoring the compliance of political parties to quota laws. In South Africa the CGE and 
CSOs can be instrumental in exerting pressure on political parties for the implementation 
of party promises and holding party leaders to account. This can be done by developing 
a strategy combining private meetings and negotiations with party leadership with 
public events such as press conferences and seminars to pressure political parties to 
honour their measure pledges.

13.  Political parties should establish party mechanisms for money to be raised and spent on 
women candidates to help them get elected to parliament. 

14.  Political parties should also ensure their manifesto and campaign messages are targeted 
to women voters, articulating the party positions on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment.

15. Finally, international conventions such as the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) should be taken into account by 
political parties when shaping internal policies and processes to promote the interests 
of women. Moreover, political parties should strengthen and open their participatory 
and accountability mechanisms to local communities to ensure that citizens engage 
meaningfully and effectively in the decision-making processes.
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