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1. Executive Summary 

 

All East African partner states are committed, in accordance with their espousal of the Education 

for All goal (EFA) and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), to eliminate gender disparities 

over the next few years. This policy brief examines the progress made, existing challenges, and 

major causes of existing inequalities and makes recommendations for accelerating progress. 

 

Policy Objectives 

 

♦ To provide back ground information that will inform all stake holders on the importance of a 

regional protocol on gender equality 

♦ To influence East African Member States towards the development and adoption of a 

Protocol for Gender Equality in the East African Community.  

♦ To strengthen advocacy and lobby for the EAC Protocol on gender equality 

 

2. Introduction  

 

The revival of the East African Community (EAC) in 1999 has been an opportunity for lobby and 

advocacy for gender equality among its five partner states, that is, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, 

Burundi and Uganda.  These countries fall within the catchment area of the Eastern African Sub-

Regional Support Initiative for the Advancement of Women (EASSI). EASSI is currently 

spearheading a campaign to highlight the gender implications of the Treaty to Establish the East 

African Community in order to develop a unitary protocol on regional gender equality “The East 

African Protocol on Gender Equality, one legally binding regional instrument on gender equality 

commitments. 

 

It is evident that while there are a number of mechanisms that EAC governments have put in place 

to implement gender equality programmes, these institutions are not engendered; or they are 

inadequate in terms of human resource including trainings, financial resources and issues 

addressed. It is evident that existing mechanisms have resulted in several gender responsive 

policies and legislative reforms.  Some of these reforms, such as affirmative action in political 

representation have registered success in terms of women’s representation in some countries.  

However, representation in itself does not result into equality as these need to be coupled with 

abilities and capabilities to facilitate debate.  Legislation and policies need to address both practical 

and strategic gender needs.  Current focus leans more on the former (helping women to perform 

gender roles better) than the latter.  Efforts to address strategic gender needs that change the 

status quo between men and women (cultural practices, norms and values that discriminate 

against women) are yet to be effectively achieved.      

 



Gender equality is an important ingredient to development that the EAC does not have to miss out 

on. It is a factor of social exclusion that will pull down all other initiatives, however well intended, if 

not given due consideration.  

 

3 CONTEXT AND PROGRESS MADE  

 

The Eastern African Sub-regional Support Initiative for the Advancement of Women (EASSI) is a 

sub-regional civil society organization established in 1996 and it is a collaboration between 

individuals, NGOs, coalitions and networks committed to the advancement of women.  Its purpose 

is to facilitate systematic follow up of the Platforms for Action emanating from the Fourth World 

Conference on Women held in Beijing China in 1995 and the preparatory African conference held 

in Dakar, Senegal. EASSI is registered in Uganda as a Non-Governmental Organization and 

currently it covers eight countries namely: Burundi, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Somalia, 

Tanzania and Uganda. 

 

EASSI embarked on implementation of a campaign that seeks to highlight the gendered 

implications of the Treaty to Establish the East African Community and that will result into a unitary 

protocol on regional gender equality “The East African  Protocol on Gender Equality (EADGE)”. 

The aim of the campaign is to bring together into one legally binding regional instrument, all the 

commitments to gender equality. These include the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (BPFA), 

the Protocol to the African Charter on the Rights of Women, the Solemn Declaration on Gender 

Equality in Africa (SDGEA) and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which will enable a 

regional approach to gender and development in the EAC member States. 
 

National Gender Machineries are widely acknowledged and accepted both globally and at national 

levels as central in promoting gender equality and the empowerment of women. The East African 

Community (EAC) consisting of Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi, was revived by 

the 1999 Treaty as a realization of the mutual need of countries to join a larger economic bloc and 

of the potential of regional integration to deliver more efficiently and effectively on the development 

agenda. The EAC is guided by the Treaty that recognizes that women make a significant 

contribution towards the process of socio-economic transformation and sustainable development 

and that the full participation of women is important for the effective implementation of socio-

economic development programmes. All the partner states to the EAC are signatories to the 

gender instruments above. 

 

The national machineries have contributed towards the promotion of gender equality and the 

empowerment of women by developing national gender policies and operational frameworks for 

mainstreaming gender in the national development process. The governments in the five EAC 

partner states have instituted various formal national mechanisms for promoting gender equality 



and women’s empowerment and facilitating gender mainstreaming. The Human Rights 

Commission is a constitutional body with the mandate of promoting human rights including 

women’s rights in the five EAC countries. The five countries have human rights commissions which 

are responsible for administration of justice in human rights violations and provide an avenue for 

women to access justice without paying legal fees. The Law Reform Commissions’ in the five 

countries under take legal analysis for law reform. 
 

The national machineries have developed National Action Plan on Women which aim at achieving 

equal opportunities for women by empowering them to participate in and benefit from socio-

economic and political development. The Plan provides a setting to guide and assist key players in 

identifying and implementing gender responsive interventions at community, district and national 

levels. 
 

4 CRITIQUE OF POLICY OPTIONS 

 

4.1.  National machineries 

 

Gender equality between women and men is an aspect of human rights and a condition of social 

justice. Gender equality is a notion of capabilities approach that measures the ability of a country’s 

population to achieve “a long and healthy life, knowledge and a decent standard of living”. This can 

be achieved through empowerment of women and men for effective participation at all levels of 

development.  Institutional frameworks are important to guide and coordinate empowerment and 

participation of women thus the need for appropriate mechanisms to advance equality.   

 

Among the member states of the EAC, there are line ministries charged with the mandate of 

promoting gender equality and addressing related social development concerns. The ministries in 

individual countries therefore, handle various portfolios including family relations, youth, children, 

culture, community development, reconstruction and disabilities.  The mandates of these gender 

machineries are broad and vary from country to country as signified in their naming.  In Rwanda, 

the machinery is named “the Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion”; in Uganda; “the Ministry of 

Gender, Labour and Social Development” (it includes youth and children, persons with disabilities 

and culture); in Kenya, “the Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Development”; in Tanzania, 

“the Ministry of Community Development, Gender and Children”; and in Burundi, “the Ministry of 

National Solidarity, Repatriation, Reconstruction, Human Rights and Gender. 
 

While these broad mandates seem to emanate from the recognition of the need to address factors 

that lead to social exclusion, this increases priority areas of focus may result in a shift from critical 

gender concerns to several other issues.  Gender concerns not only cease to be a focus but 

resource allocations tend to favour other development areas keeping gender equality in the back 

stage. In the Eighth Commonwealth Women’s Affairs Ministers Meeting (8th WAMM) held in 



Uganda in mid June 2007, all the participating countries noted the challenge of funding of gender 

equality machineries. The Communiqué urged governments to provide adequate resources to 

finance gender equality for achieving sustained economic growth, democracy, peace, security and 

development objectives, with particular reference to the Millennium Development Goals. The 

challenge of inadequate resources is reflected even at the level of the EAC where the newly 

created Department of Gender and Community Development has inadequate human resource to 

handle gender concerns. 
 

National gender machineries have implementing organs at the technical level with Gender Officers 

or Focal Points in government line ministries and Gender Officers at the lower governance level 

such as provinces and districts, depending on the administrative system. The political wing of 

women’s representation is coordinated by National Councils for Women. Political representation 

has been instituted to the lowest level of governance where women’s representation is at least 

30% in Rwanda, Uganda, Burundi and Tanzania. Representation in numbers is one thing, 

however, strengthening the knowledge base of the representatives, equipping them with skills to 

advocate for rights issues and strengthening participation requires adequate resources and strong 

coordination and monitoring mechanisms. 

National mechanisms for promoting gender equality can boast of progress in the education sector, 

with the number of literate women increasing fairly considerably. However, very few women attain 

high levels of education; many drop out in primary school. Factors such as poverty, cultural 

practices that affect realization of women’s rights, lack of information are major hindrances to 

women’s empowerment and equality. Currently, mechanisms that challenge the traditional value 

placed on women are weak. This is an area that needs to be urgently addressed to meet women’s 

strategic needs. 
 

4.2. Integrating gender perspectives in legislation, public policies,  

 programmes and projects 

 

The EAC partner states have recorded considerable progress in legislative and policy reforms as 

well as programmes and projects. These reforms are stronger in terms of civil and political rights 

and weaker in building social, cultural and economic rights. The EAC member states have revised 

their national Constitutions to provide for affirmative action in political representation, revised 

enabling laws (e.g. local governance laws) to further guide the modalities for representation at 

lower government levels, and ensured that women are elected to these positions. Electoral 

Commissions have put in place mechanisms to implement quotas and these are strongly 

monitored. Currently representation of women in political offices stands at 30% and above at all 

levels in Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda and Burundi. 
 

In terms of social, economic and cultural rights, national gender policies have been developed as 

well as some legal reforms. These include 



♦ Translation of the CEDAW and BPFA. 

♦ Land ownership and control. 

♦ Revision of sexual offences laws and efforts towards reform of marriage, inheritance and 

custody laws. 

♦ Development of Reproductive Health Policies 

♦ Development of formal and non-formal education with emphasis on   the girl 

child 

♦ Rural micro-credit institutions. 

♦ Developed monitoring indicators for CEDAW (Tanzania).  Uganda drafted an Action Plan 

to implement recommendations of the CEDAW with related monitoring indicators 

♦ Gender responsive budgeting initiatives. 

♦ Piloting gender budgeting and work closely with line ministries to ensure their budgets are 

gender responsive. 

♦ Sector wide approaches where there are gender working groups that participate in policy 

development and reviews of other sectors to ensure gender is mainstreamed 

 

Legal reforms have been coupled with support to the police and judiciary for better delivery of 

services to women though with challenges i.e. domestic violence is still considered to be a private 

and family matter hence not taken seriously by the police. In Rwanda, there is a Police Gender 

desk that has provided training to the Police, the Judiciary and Local Leaders on gender based 

violence (GBV) and human rights.  A toll free telephone line has also been introduced. In Uganda, 

the Family and Child Protection Unit (FCPU) consists of trained police officers who handle children, 

women and family related cases. Training on GBV is an on-going programme for the Police, the 

Army and communities.  Integration of gender modules in their training courses would go a long 

way to increase the number of gender responsive law enforcement agents to desirable levels. Civil 

society organizations that handle women related matters such as legal representation and support 

of domestic violence survivors are dotted in parts of the EAC members states and require support 

and upscalling at all levels.  Courts exist in some of the EAC member states such as Uganda. 

These, however, are not replicated at the level of High Court although Judges handle all the cases 

at this level. 

 

5. Conclusion and Policy Recommendations  

 

Gender equality  is a human right and an important ingredient to development. The EAC was 

formed to create a strong economic bloc and to pursue a development agenda for the region. This 

cannot be achieved when more that half of the population are facing challenges that prevent them 

from living a long and healthy life; that deny them access to knowledge and information; that deny 

them opportunity to equal participation in development; and, deny them a decent standard of living. 

Development in the region will continue to remain evasive as long as women and men are not 



contributing to it and benefiting from it on an equal basis. It is in the interest of the EAC to create an 

environment that results in equal opportunities between men and women for purpose of economic 

and political development for effective regional integration. 

  

6. Policy Recommendations 

 

a. Initiate and Institute modalities to guide member states to ratify the East African 

Community Protocol on Gender Equality. 

b. The Department of Gender and Community Development should review and monitor the 

current gender machineries, policies and legislations to establish the extent to which each 

member state has fulfilled provisions of the BPFA, CEDAW and the MDGs. The review 

should make recommendations for member states to take specific actions on the type and 

quality of gender machineries, policy and legislative reforms to be undertaken. 

c. The EAC should use its linkages with other regional bodies to study mechanisms for 

gender equality, the factors that have led to success and provide leadership and guidance 

to apply lessons learnt among member states in mainstreaming gender and prioritization in 

all sectors. 

d. The Directorate of Gender and Community Development at the EAC Secretariat in 

collaboration with national governments should form a regional forum to oversee gender 

equality work among the partner states. The role of the regional body should include 

monitoring progress and coordinate training for both government and non-government 

stakeholders on gender equality concerns.  

e.  Partner States should ensure adequate resource allocation to the gender machineries and 

sector specific areas for gender mainstreaming. All sector ministries should be assessed 

for effective gender budgeting.  

f. The EAC should establish a centre for Gender and Community Development as a one stop 

centre for knowledge and information sharing on gender in the EAC for partner states, the 

academicians, civil society and other stakeholders. 
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