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Editorial

According to a recent World Bank research1, the 
number of [the very few] extremely wealthy Af-
ricans is increasing. Ten (10) of the richest peo-

ple in Africa have a combined wealth equivalent to the 
GDP of Kenya. Seven (7) of the world’s most unequal 
countries are in Africa. Conversely, the number of 
people living in poverty in Africa has increased by 50 
million since 1990. Glaring inequalities and discrimi-
nation against marginalized populations continue to 
challenge the goals to achieving inclusive sustainable 
development. 

In all countries, macroeconomic frameworks and 
policies influence the pattern and pace of economic 
development within a country and are crucial in driv-
ing wealth accumulation and resource allocations 
between citizens - men, women, boys and girls of 
different economic and social categories. Feminist 
economists makes clear that power matters. Gen-
der inequality is produced and reproduced every day, 
not only via dynamics at the family level, but also by 
institutions and the macroeconomic policy environ-
ment. Indeed, long-standing inequalities in the gen-

der distribution of economic and financial resources 
have placed women at a disadvantage relative to 
men in their capability to participate in, contribute 
to and benefit from broader processes of develop-
ment in their countries. Negative perceptions about 
women’s role in the economy usually results in frame-
works, practices and processes that adversely affect 
women’s lives. 

This ninth issue of the African Women’s Journal fea-
tures rich articles from our members and partners in 
different parts of the continent on how the current 
macroeconomic models are impacting gender equal-
ity and women’s human rights in the African context. 

Tafadzwa Muropa starts off by providing a historical 
perspective on the organizing by women and social 
justice activists around issues of macroeconom-
ics that are grounded on social justice principles of 
equality, justice, inclusivity, transparency and solidar-
ity. She depicts how African women have and con-
tinue to position themselves in regional and global 
spaces in order to advocate for alternative economic 
policy frameworks.

Without understanding the impact 
of macroeconomic policies on 

the advancement of women’s rights 
and gender equality, governments will 
continuously fail in responding to systemic 
and persistent gender inequalities”.

1 http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/afr/publication/poverty-rising-africa-poverty-report
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FEMNET continues to advocate for priorities and 
perspectives of women, men, boys and girls, to be 
at the centre of co-creating macroeconomic policies 
that are dynamic and gender-responsive to the ever-
changing development contexts. Evidently, the brief 
highlight of FEMNET’s and UN Women’s Regional 
Technical Experts Workshop on Gender and Macro-
economic Policies in Africa stresses the critical need 
to continuously build the capacities of African women 
in understanding and expanding the knowledge base 
on macroeconomic processes especially as most 
have not been engaging in the processes of interna-
tional and domestic financing. The ability to under-
stand and analyze macroeconomic policies from a 
feminist perspective will enable activists to advocate 
for economic policy change that impact on women 
and girls lives positively. 

A desk review and analysis by Dr. Mary Otieno ar-
gues that failure to recognize and acknowledge the 
substantial benefits and contribution that unpaid care 
work makes to society and the national economy ul-
timately leads to skewed policies and ultimately per-
petuates gender inequalities. She thus recommends 
the need for African governments to recognize, re-
duce and redistribute unpaid care work to inform 
public policy making. Having the right policies is a first 
step but having right policies alone will not yield the 
much-needed results. Actual implementation of poli-
cies is critical as opined by Annie Margaret Ihoreere 
Wagana. Despite having in place several progres-
sive policies, strategies and frameworks in Uganda, 
unpaid care work still remains invisible in the legal 
frameworks related to labour laws and public policy. 
As a result, women and girls (who are equal rights-
holders) continue to be affected physically, emotion-
ally and economically due to societal expectations 

of them as the primary care-givers and nurturers of 
unpaid care work.

On the other hand, different macroeconomic models 
dominate taxation policies around the world that con-
tinue to disadvantage women and deny them their 
equal rights. Crystal Simeoni and Cephas Makunike 
examines the gender dimensions of tax and illicit fi-
nancial flows and recommends generation of more 
gender disaggregated data for targeted work to 
identify and correct gender injustices brought about 
through illicit financial flows. Governments must lead 
and increase efforts to stop illicit financial flows from 
African countries in order to increase the tax base, 
which will ultimately enable sustainable and reliable 
domestic revenue mobilization to finance the delivery 
of essential public services such as health care, edu-
cation and improved infrastructure. 

Clearly, macroeconomic policies in Africa need re-
thinking and reformulation to truly have a sustainable 
future. Women and men must participate fully and 
equally in the formulation of macroeconomic and so-
cial policies for the eradication of poverty.

I hope you will enjoy reading the articles in this 9th Is-
sue and use them to steer conversations and actions 
in advocating for alternative macroeconomics models 
that put women’s rights at its centre. 

Rachel Kagoiya 
Ag. Head of Communication
library@femnet.or.ke
     @rkagoiy
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Foreword

Recognising that the current macroeconomic 
models and fiscal policies that primarily focus 
on economic growth disproportionately affect 

women, FEMNET under its current strategic plan 
(2014-2018) has prioritized mobilizing African wom-
en to understand, engage and influence macroeco-
nomic policies from a feminist perspective. The goal 
is to achieve policy change that creates an enabling 
macroeconomic environment for gender equality and 
human rights for all. We want to be able to develop 
and share alternative approaches to macroeconomic 
policies that focus on the wellbeing of people, rather 
than mere economic growth, and ensure that current 
inequalities in international trade, finance and taxation 
arrangements are addressed to realize the fulfilment 
of women’s human rights throughout Africa and glob-
ally. It is critical that macroeconomic frameworks re-
duce inequalities in opportunities, wealth and power 
between countries and between men and women. 

This ninth issue of the African Women’s Journal fo-
cuses on the topic of gender and macroeconomic 
policies – specifically on African women’s voices, per-
spectives and proposals to position women’s rights 
at the center of macroeconomic frameworks.  The 
Journal follows an experts roundtable discussion on 
gender and macroeconomic co-hosted by FEMNET 
and UN Women Regional Office for Eastern & South-
ern Africa in partnership with Christian Aid, which 
brought together women’s rights organizations and 
academia from different parts of Africa.  Participants 
at the roundtable discussion recognized that the cur-
rent macroeconomic policies have failed to translate 
into tangible gains for women; and in fact have con-
tinued to reinforce the inequalities that women face 
both within and outside the economy. Economic 
growth has not and does not necessarily result in 
gender equality.1

FEMNET together with our members 
and partners will continue to equip women’s 
rights organizations and practitioners with 
skills and knowledge in understanding and 
analyzing macroeconomic policies from a 
feminist perspective and how they impact 

on women’s and girls’ rights and perpetuate 
discrimination against 

women and girls. 
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No wonder, even amidst rapid growing economies, 
women remain disproportionately poor, fewer in deci-
sion making, have less power, control and ownership 
of resources.

Demand for an enabling macroeconomic environment 
for gender equality is grounded in existing policy and 
legal frameworks that African Union and UN member 
states have agreed to including but not limited to:- 

	 the International Covenant on Economic, So-
cial and Cultural Rights which expresses the 
values of equality, solidarity and nondiscrimi-
nation2

	 the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Ac-
tion which emphasizes the promotion of 
women’s economic rights and indepen-
dence, including access to employment, ap-
propriate working conditions, and recogni-
tion  and value of unpaid care work

	  the AU Protocol on the Rights of Women in 
Africa (Maputo Protocol)  which guarantees  
women’s equal opportunities in work, career 
advancement and other economic opportu-
nities

In the next three years (2016 to 2018), FEMNET to-
gether with our members and partners will continue 
to equip women’s rights organizations and practitio-
ners with skills and knowledge in understanding and 
analyzing macroeconomic policies from a feminist 
perspective and how they impact on women’s and 
girls’ rights and perpetuate discrimination against 
women and girls. We will also engage, support and 
influence policy spaces within government and other 
key institutions to hold them to account, in continu-
ously developing gender responsive macroeconomic 
policies. We invite you to join us (www.femnet.co) and 
together let’s advocate for an inclusive, equal and 
sustainable growth – both in policies and practice. 
This is truly the Africa We Want! 

Dinah Musindarwezo
Executive Director, FEMNET

director@femnet.or.ke
       @DinahRwiza

1 Report of Roundtable Discussion on Gender and Macroeconomic policies, Nairobi, 2015
2 For a further discussion see Balakrishnan, R., D. Elson and R. Patel. 2010. ‘Rethinking macroeconomic strategies from a human rights 
perspective’, Development 53.1: 27-36. Available at: http://rajpatel.org/wpcontent/uploads/2009/11/balakr-elson-patel-2010.pdf (accessed 17 
Feb 2016).
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Unraveling Gender Dimensions
in Macroeconomic Policies:

The Role of Social Movements

Abstract

The role that gender activists in Africa have played in addressing gaps in macroeconomic policy frameworks, 
needs to be placed within a contextual framework. Gender activists and economic justice activists called 
for an alternative economic policy framework that addressed the needs of the marginalized communities in 

the Global South in the early 2000. This call was made under the banner of the World Social Forum, as a parallel 
process to the World Economic Forum held each year where economists, business persons and government 
officials across the world converge in Davos, Switzerland to find ways in which their economies can be har-
nessed for development. The article will aim at showing the participation of African women in the Social Forum 
processes, the gains noted, lessons learned and opportunities that were sought. Whilst appreciating that Gender 
Responsive Budgeting as an entry point has seen many women engaging with government officials towards 
redressing structural factors that inhibit women’s voices & influence in  formulating economic policies that reflect 
their realities on the ground. The challenge that women’s rights activists face is to continue engaging the young 
gender activists in strengthening their capacities in pushing for gender sensitive macroeconomic policies through 
inter-generational dialogue.

By Tafadzwa Muropa

Participants at the World Social Forum 2007,Nairobi, Kenya (www.ziteng.org.hk)

1 Cornia et al, 1987 in Wekwete, 2005 – full citation
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Introduction
Movement building across the world has become instru-
mental in responding to and addressing the impact of 
macroeconomic policies on women and other margin-
alized groups. With the beginning of the new millennium 
came the need for social movements from the Global 
South, with reference to Africa, to organize themselves 
and begin to add their voice towards challenging the 
negative impact of macroeconomic policies subscribed 
to by international financial institutions on the commu-
nities in the Global South. The participation of African 
social justice movements under the Social Forum ban-
ner in  early 2000 up to  late 2009 became an impor-
tant feature not to be ignored as it opened avenues for 
mostly African women rights activists to demand for the 
implementation of women’s rights protocols, including 
the need for governments and corporate entities to take 
into account the women’s voices when developing key 
macroeconomic policies. The Third World debt crises of 
the 1970s and 1980s and a series of structural adjust-
ment programmes fostered several rounds of impact 
assessment, which led to the identification of women 
as one of the groups vulnerable to welfare losses during 
the disruptive phases of such programmes.1

With the coming to an end of the 1990s, during global 
meetings such as World Trade Organization Ministerial 
Meeting in cities such as Cancun and Seattle, social 
movements advocated for an end to signing trade 
agreements that did not prioritize human development. 
The ‘Battle of Seattle’ in 1999, in which a rainbow 
coalition of diverse actors came together to shut down 
the WTO meeting, is often credited as the beginning of 
an ideologically diverse anti-globalization movement2. 
Hence the birth of the World Social Forum (WSF), 
which sought to promote alternatives to corporate-led 
globalization. Secondly, just as the WSF was created 
as a counterpoint to the World Economic Forum, 
the succession of protests surrounding the various 
meetings of economic power-holders resulted in such 
elitist gatherings taking place in ever remote locations, 

such as Qatar, in the hopes of dissuading and deterring 
protestors’ attendance3 

The World Social Forum (WSF), first held at Porto Alegre, 
Brazil in 2001, is a global space of social movements try-
ing to seek alternatives to the corporate led global eco-
nomic framework that has witnessed many people’s live-
lihoods destroyed, including the depletion of the much 
needed natural resources. Since 2001 African civil soci-
ety organizations including FEMNET, played a key role in 
the social forum processes which ultimately led to Africa 
hosting its first World Social Forum event in Nairobi, Ke-
nya, January 2007. This saw many African women from 
different African countries coming together and taking a 
lead in putting African women’s realities at the heart of the 
WSF processes. The WSF in Nairobi (Kenya) in January 
2007, was chosen to symbolically and factually strength-
en global justice movements’ activities on this continent4. 
The meeting was attended by some 50,000 participants, 
most of them Africans5. The World Social Forum (WSF) 
is an open and significant space for African women ac-
tivists and feminists to meet and link with other social 
movements and civil society organisations that propa-
gate an alternative world that is free of neo-liberalism and 
any form of imperialism6. An outcome of participating at 
the WSF 2007 was strengthened solidarity across bor-
ders, through development of common campaigns on 
social issues that affected many African women includ-
ing promoting peace and security, addressing sexual and 
reproductive health as well as strengthening women’s 
small holder farmers’ voices at policy level. 

Whilst celebrating the role that social movements 
played in unifying women and men in denouncing cor-
porate led globalization, unforeseen events led to the 
weakening of the power of social movements globally. 
The 2008 global financial crisis negatively affected the 
operations of civil society and social movements glob-
ally since most of them were heavily funded by govern-
ments, international NGOs and foundations in the Glob-

2 Ramos, 2010
3 Pinsky, 2010
4 Rucht, 2007
5 Ibid
6 Matovu-Winyi, in Birchall and Horn, 2013
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al North, this saw most civil society institutions scaling 
down their programming due to the cut in donor aid. 
The 53rd session of the United Nations Commission on 
the Status of Women (CSW) in 2009, focused on the 
need to respond to the impact of the global financial 
crisis on women and children. 7 

The social forum failed to create 
space to debate on patriarchy and 
gender inequality within the society 
and especially within the social forum 
processes. In most cases discus-
sions on gender inequality created 
tensions in such spaces, as most 
women’s rights activists felt the need 
to continuously bring up the women’s 
realities in national, regional and conti-
nental social forum processes, which 
were largely dominated by their male 
counterparts. Thus key demands that 
African women had been advocat-
ing for were not heard in spaces that 
mattered most. The idea of the World 
Social Forum (WSF) as an inclusive 
space was further undermined by in-
cidents such as the sexual assault of 
young women in the youth camp of 
the fifth WSF in Brazil8, exposing the 
extent to which women’s safety had 
not been considered in planning the 
forum space. 

The social forum, as a space, was 
not able to act on the resolutions that 
were adopted as the onus of push-
ing the resolutions lay with different 
social movements at different levels. Hence many crit-
ics viewed it merely as a ‘talk show’ which did not im-
plement the resolutions that came from its convening. 
While many praise the open and market-like structure of 
the WSF (Whitaker 2004; Teivainen 2004), others have 

become increasingly dissatisfied precisely because of 
this structure that, in their view, only allows for an idio-
syncratic self-presentation and does not lead to political 
decisions or, more importantly, political action.9

In as far as the above challenges seemed to weaken 
the social movements at continental 
and global level, social movements 
through different spaces including in 
Africa continued engaging their gov-
ernments at sub regional and conti-
nental level in pushing for alternative 
gender sensitive economic policies. 
It can be argued that such efforts led 
to the launch of the African Union’s 
2010-2020 Decade of the African 
Woman in Nairobi, Kenya, 2010 the 
decade continues to be an oppor-
tunity for African women to continue 
pushing for gender sensitive econom-
ic policies at all levels. In an analysis 
carried out by the AU Commission in 
2010, it was found that although 70 
per cent of the AU Member States 
have official policies geared toward 
addressing gender inequality and 
promoting women’s interests and 
needs, particularly in development, 
ministries charged with this mandate 
are generally understaffed and under-
resourced10.

Nevertheless, despite the institutional 
challenges noted above, it should be 
noted that African women continue 
to engage with their policy makers 
and mobilize their communities to-

wards addressing poverty that women face on a day 
to day basis. The new African Union Policy document, 
the Agenda 2063, outlines Africa’s vision for the next 
50 years from 2013, addressing people’s aspirations 
including women’s socio-economic and political devel-

7 UN, 2009
8 Obando, 2005 in Birchall and Horn, 2013
9 Rucht,2007
10 Joala,2012
11 Abdulmelik,2015

The World Social 
Forum (WSF), 

first held at Porto 
Alegre, Brazil 
in 2001, is a 

global space of 
social movements 

trying to seek 
alternatives to 

the corporate led 
global economic 
framework that 
has witnessed 
many people’s 

livelihoods 
destroyed, 

including the 
depletion of the 
much needed 

natural resources. 
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opment. Agenda 2063 should build on instruments and 
frameworks such as the Beijing Declaration and Plat-
form for Action, CEDAW, 1325 and 1820 as well as the 
UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the 
Protocol to the Charter on Human and People’s Rights 
on the Rights of Women in Africa (also known as the 
Maputo Protocol) and the Solemn Declaration on Gen-
der Equality11. 2015 was a strategic year that brought 
global leaders and communities together in redefining 
and adopting a new Global Development Framework, 
also known as the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), which the world will commit to address poverty 
and inequality from 2015 to 2030. 2015 was also the 
20th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action, the visionary roadmap for achieving gen-
der equality and women’s empowerment as set out by 
governments during the Fourth World Conference on 
Women held in Beijing in 1995.  What remains to be 
seen is whether African women can utilize this opportu-
nity in pushing their governments towards implementa-
tion of the SDGs through their national frameworks. 

Conclusively, unpacking gender dimensions in macro-
economic policies calls for multi-stakeholder engage-
ment and commitment, especially at a time where civil 
society, academics and some heads of states are calling 
for the revival of a developmental state in Africa. Move-
ment building can become an important tool for unify-
ing communities from different backgrounds towards 
achieving a common goal. Whilst African women’s 
challenges should be spearheaded by the people who 
understand them well, enhancing solidarity across the 
globe should not be ignored as this strengthens unity 
among communities facing common challenges as evi-
denced through the social forum process. Continuous 
policy engagement, movement building, capacity build-
ing, research and awareness raising will lead to a better 
appreciation on how gender dimensions can be inte-
grated in macroeconomic policies which will ultimately 
eradicate poverty. 

Tafadzwa Muropa, is an Individual Member of FEMNET 
based in Harare, Zimbabwe. 
Follow her on twitter:       @TafadzwaRMuropa
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In December 2015, FEMNET in partnership with UN 
Women held a Regional Technical Experts Work-
shop on Gender and Macroeconomic Policies in 
Africa with a view to analyzing progress made to 

mainstream gender in macroeconomic policies and 
frameworks in Africa and ultimately identify key strat-
egies, implementable actions and requisite partner-
ships and resources that would catalyze the discus-
sions for the development of a gender-responsive 
alternative macroeconomic framework  as well as 
promote its adoption by African governments.

The two-days discussions amongst the close to thirty 
(30) policy advocates, academics, and experts related 
broadly to gender and macroeconomic policies on the 
African continent – in the context of on-going Financing 
for Development discussions, the UN 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (SDGs) as well as the find-
ings of Beijing +20 report and UN Women’s flagship 
report, “Progress of the World’s Women 2015-2016: 
Transforming Economies, Realizing Rights.” 

In summary, the following were the key discussion 
points:
	Macroeconomic policies tend to be gender 

blind, or prescriptive in their approach to gen-
der inclusivity; women tend to be included at 
the micro-financing levels of the discussion but 
rarely at the macro levels.

	Current macroeconomic policies have failed 
to translate into tangible gains for women and 

in fact have continued to reinforce the inequali-
ties that women face both within and outside the 
economy. Economic growth has not and does 
not necessarily result in gender equality. 

	Gender concerns are most visible in fiscal poli-
cy because it is a centralized, male-dominated 
system with limited public participation and lit-
tle internal capacity training aimed at main-
streaming gender concepts.

	Macroeconomic policies and economic institu-
tions lay the foundations for women’s eco-
nomic empowerment. How these policies are 
implemented directly impacts a country’s ability 
to promote structural changes to address the 
economic barriers and socio-economic disad-
vantages women face. 

	Governments, social, education, and legal sec-
tors are not intrinsically gendered, traditional 
analyses of employment rates and labour mar-
kets do not include unpaid work or ‘reproduc-
tive’ market participation of women. The cost of 
the unpaid labour force, mainly the burden of 
which fall on women, remains invisible. Failing to 
consider gender in macroeconomic frameworks 
can cause labour market rigidity, economic and 
human resource inefficiency, and overall perpet-
uate disadvantages to women. 

	In most African countries tax policies treat 
women and men as equals, an assumption that 

FEMNET’s Focus on Gender & Macroeconomics 

Advocating for Dynamic and
Gender-Responsive Macroeconomic 

Policies in Africa

The African Women’s Journal12



is far from reality, but results in regressive tax 
regimes that unfairly burden women. Tax laws 
reflect and magnify women’s longstanding eco-
nomic disadvantages in monetized systems, 
and under-benefit women with low or informal 
incomes.

	‘Taxing for gender equality’ and structural 
equality: ‘Taxing for equality’ that taking into ac-
count gender, race, disability, poverty, and other 
inequalities can promote economic equality. So-
lutions with proven track records include: Restor-
ing progressive taxes on incomes and capital; 
individualizing tax measures; eliminating inequali-
ties in hiring, wages, promotion, and benefits; in-
vesting in affordable education and skills.

	Infrastructure spending: Gender equality re-
quirements are rarely included in these spending 
programs. Infrastructure spending usually refers 
to fixed investments, not human capital invest-
ments. Little of this spending goes to women 
because of pronounced gender segmentation in 
the industry.

	Illicit Financial Flows: The loss of revenues 
due to IFFs significantly reduces the funds avail-
able to finance gender equality policies;more re-
search needs to be done to assess the gender 
impacts of IFFs. Gender specific demands on 
IFFs – can be expressed in terms of redistribu-
tion of recaptured funds.

	Addressing gender inequalities makes eco-
nomic sense. Macroeconomic policies need 
to move beyond traditional, neo-classical con-
cepts and include broader human based goals 
and targets to work towards achieving substan-
tive equality and empowerment of humanity as 
a whole. It is important to ensure mainstream 
economists understand that investing in gender 
equality positively transforms economies.

	The SDGs reconfirm that gender equality is a 
core development outcome; UN Financing for 
Development includes gender equality in all 
macroeconomic and other fiscal policies, in-
cluding tax policies. The Beijing+20 outcome 
documents confirm that all tax and other fiscal 
policies need direct detailed gender impact 
analysis. The SDG indicators are still being de-
veloped, but include almost all the indicators 
and data commitments needed to carry out 
comprehensive gender impact analysis of mac-
roeconomic policies.

	Tied to the issue of whether outcomes of ac-
tions on engendering macroeconomic policies 
will be successful in transforming gender rela-
tions within the economic sector are questions 
of ownership i.e. who owns the on-going 
macroeconomic initiatives globally, regional 
and across the continent. Issues of who de-
fines macroeconomic frameworks, the 
needs and priorities, as well as who manages 
and implements macroeconomic initiatives dic-
tates whether the outcomes of such reform will 
be transformative. So far the interventionist ap-
proach to macroeconomic frameworks under-
mines women’s ownership of the process and 
reduce its transformative potential. Women’s 
leadership and participation in economicdeci-
sion-making is crucial if a transformation is to be 
achieved.

	Knowledge of technical terminology and the 
nuances of macroeconomic frameworks is lack-
ing among women’s rights actors and among 
government personnel. Without an understand-
ing of technical concepts of the development 
and implementation of macroeconomic frame-
works, meaningful engagement between wom-
en rights advocates and key actors on the im-
portance of gendered macroeconomic policies 
cannot take place. 
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The following were identified as the key recommen-
dations that can promote a win-win outcome in our 
countries for gender-responsive macroeconomic 
policies and frameworks:-
Research & Data Collection & Approaches

1. There is a need for Africa specific contextual-
ized research and gender disaggregated data on 
gender and macroeconomic frameworks partic-
ularly in the areas of unpaid care work, as well as 
the gendered effect of current tax regimes and 
illicit financial flows.

2. There is a need to use a human rights framework 
to assess economic policy as this has been shown 
to lead to progressive realization of rights and en-
ables utilization of maximum available resources 
stemming from the universality of human rights. It 
also places human rights obligations including that 
of gender equality on the duty bearers.

3. There is need to advocate for substantive equal-
ity: Substantive equality requires fundamental 
transformation of economic and social institu-
tions, including the beliefs, norms and attitudes 
that shape them, at every level of society, from 
households to labour markets and from commu-
nities to local, national and global governance in-
stitutions. The vision is to see that women enjoy 
equal access to services; women have an equal 
voice in decision-making.

Capacity Building 
4. Develop macroeconomic literacy of all actors 

working in this area (parliamentarians, CSO’s, 
women’s rights organization etc) to enhance fa-
miliarity with the technicalities, politics and sensi-
tivities of development of macroeconomic frame-
works and the need for a gendered approach to 
this. Such literacy initiatives will allow for a more 
nuanced policy engagement between CSOs, 
governments and other actors on the issue.

5. Build capacity of the CSOs to use gender analy-
sis to both interrogate and demand for inclusion 
of women and gendered approached in devel-

opment of macroeconomic frameworks. 
6. Capacity development of CSOs and govern-

ments for oversight of implementation of macro-
economic policies in the context of SDGs. 

Advocacy
7. Advocacy for moving state commitments to ac-

tion within the context of the SDGs, discussions 
on Financing for Development, and the AU 2063 
Development Agenda through, for example, 
shadowing the AU Summits, calls to action in 
implementing policies and declarations 

8. Develop a clear strategy for identifying and en-
gaging allies across different countries and within 
regional institutions over the long-term

9. Advocacy for the strengthening of legal instru-
ments and policies that define a framework of 
gender-conscious macroeconomic policies  

10. Countries already undertaking different forms ini-
tiatives on engendering current macroeconomic 
policies and where governments’ have prioritized 
the development of a gender responsive budget-
ing may provide clear and specific entry points.

11. Advocacy opportunities include the SDGs, on-
going financing for development negotiation, the 
ICESCR which has been ratified by all but three 
African countries, the on going discourse on illicit 
financial flows led by the OECD and UN, UNECA, 
and the AU. Women’s rights organizations have 
been important players in shifting the linear, restric-
tive, male-dominated understanding and engage-
ment with macroeconomic discourse, and it crucial 
that they are involved in the processes at all levels.

Accountability
12. There is need to strengthen the accountability 

and monitoring of gender issues within the devel-
opment and implementation of macroeconomic 
frameworks and policies and create greater link-
ages between those monitoring and accountabil-
ity mechanisms and those accountable for imple-
mentation. 

Key Recommendations
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Abstract

According to the Action Aid Resource Guide on Unpaid Care Work (2012), “unpaid care work 
refers to the many services that women provide in their homes and in communities, from prepar-
ing food to taking care of children, the ill and the elderly. Women are responsible for much of the 

production of goods and services that poor households consume, yet this is not reflected in economic 
measurements.  Moreover, women and girls have to forego their basic rights to education, healthcare, 
decent work and leisure time in order to balance all these activities.”

Unpaid care work is a universal issue and it affects women across the globe, regardless of their levels 
of education,  income or the level of development of their countries.  While some countries have made 
strides to recognize, reduce and redistribute unpaid care work, the largest share of the burden continues 
to fall on women. The disproportionate burden of unpaid care work that women and girls shoulder is a 
direct cause of the persistence of gender inequalities and the denial of women’s and girls’ rights. The 
negative impact starts with education–where girls are far more likely than boys to miss school because 
of domestic chores resulting in diminished lifetime earnings. Unpaid care work, if accounted for, would 
amount to between fifteen and fifty percent of GDP in Sub Saharan Africa. Reducing the household time 
burdens on women could increase agricultural labour productivity by 15% and capital productivity by as 
much as 44% in some countries (OECD 2008). Failure to recognize and acknowledge this substantial 
contribution that unpaid care work makes to society and the economy has led to poor policy making. 
Recognizing and counting the contribution of this labor would lead to more realistic and equitable policy 
making, including a positive change in social values. 

Unpaid Care Work and Gender Dynamics 
in Africa: “Hurdles and Opportunities for 

Future Public Policy Frameworks”
By Dr Mary Otieno

Introduction

The disproportionate burden of unpaid care work 
that women and girls shoulder is a direct cause of 
the persistence of gender inequality and the denial of 
women’s and girls’ rights (UNGA, 2010). The solution 
does not lie, as is sometimes assumed, in ‘wages for 
housework’. The changes needed are more profound. 
They require recognition of the vast amount of unpaid 
care work undertaken and its central role in society; 

then a reduction in the time and drudgery required to 
provide high quality care, and finally a redistribution 
of responsibility for this care from households to the 
state, through the provision of public services that are 
gender responsive and efficient.

Purpose 
The purpose of this article is to provide empirical evi-
dence to inform possible changes in the form of mac-
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roeconomic policies and frameworks in transforming 
global structural inequalities in unpaid care work that 
put women’s human rights and gender equality at its 
center. This is in recognition of the need to address 
the needs and interests of both men and women in 
ending inequalities.

The Rationale
This article discusses the status and varying dynamics 
of unpaid care work and how it influences women’s’ 
economic progress as well as looking at the hurdles 
and opportunities for future public policy frameworks. 

Methodology 
A desk review was used to collect data on unpaid 
care work. Internal and external analysis of existing re-
search documents and reports was done. The internal 

desk review involved analysis of existing organizational 
resources which were collected and organized in such 
a way that it is not only efficient but also usable. 

Results
Hurdles and Challenges of unpaid care work
Without this daily care, life would not be sustained and 
reproduced, and the labour force would be unable to 
function. Yet, despite this, it is mostly unremunerated 
and unrecognized and often uncounted as emphasized 
by Open Working Group on the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (2014). Mothers, sometimes the sole bread-
winners in their families, frequently take jobs in the infor-
mal sector where they can bring their infants with them. 

Globally, up to 90 per cent of home care due to illness 
is provided by women and girls http://unstats.un.org/

A Congolese woman  roasts corn on the outskirts of Goma on November 7, 2013. REUTERS/Kenny Katombe .http://www.trust.
org/item/20140304013427-0z8gf/ retrieved on 06/01/2016
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unsd/publication/SeriesF/SeriesF_93E.pdf. The un-
paid care work carried out by women and girls often 
goes unnoticed and unrecognized in the calculations 
of a country’s economy such as labour force surveys 
or in GDP figures. As a result the realities of women’s 
and girls’ work burdens are excluded from the data 
informing policy making.

a. Context Analysis: A hidden burden with exten-
sive impact Women’s disproportionate burden 

In Ethiopia 90% of 8-year-olds undertake some kind 
of paid or unpaid work. Household chores take up 
the biggest proportion of children’s time, followed 
by childcare activities and unpaid work for the fam-
ily, mostly farming and herding cattle. (http://social-
protection-humanrights.org/key-issues/gender/care-
responsibilities-and-unpaid-care-work/ 

i. Women do three out of every four hours 
of unpaid work 

The 2015 Human Development Report presents a 
detailed new estimate of the share of all work, not just 
paid work, between men and women. While women 
carry out 52 per cent of all global work, glaring in-
equalities in the distribution of work remain. Women 
are less likely to be paid for their work than men, with 
three out of every four hours of unpaid work carried 
out by women.

ii. Impact on schooling and economic em-
powerment

The negative impact starts with education – where girls 
are far more likely than boys to miss school because of 
domestic duties. Fetching water is an especially time 
consuming chore done more often by girls than boys, 
contributing to unequal school completion rates. 

This injustice is justified by entrenched gender stereo-
types, the gendered division of labor and the paradigm 
of men providers-women caregivers which shapes un-
paid care work as well as paid employment.

 Women gather fuelwood in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. 

Girls and women carrying water fetched from Tana 
River in Kenya, WERK-GEC research project 2014

A woman washing utensils-Kenya
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b. Making Unpaid Care Work Visible 

Beyond documenting their own unpaid care work, 
women have taken images of men and boys sharing 
domestic tasks with women and girls. 

Indeed, macroeconomic policies have a critical role to 
play in the realization of women’s rights. Unpaid care 
work is directly linked to the economic empowerment 
of women and girls. But is this evidence being used to 
inform public policy? Doing so would include the imple-
mentation of the ‘3 Rs’: Recognition, Reduction and 
Redistribution of unpaid care work: from women to 
men, and from the family to communities and the state. 

The above photos were retrieved from WERK-GEC 
research project report 2014. In Kenya, these are 
some of the main domestic chores for girls and 
women.

Girls are particularly likely to take over domestic work 
when their mothers enter paid employment,  con-
tributing to the intergenerational poverty that comes 
from lack of education. It has been estimated that, if 
calculated in monetary terms, the care services that 
are provided for free would amount to between fifteen 
and 50 percent of GDP. Table 1 outlines the sample 
situation of unpaid care work by gender.

Table 1: Gender, work and time allocation: Examples from the 2007/2008 Human Development 
Report (hours and minutes per day)

Country Year Total work in market and 
non-market activities

Cooking and 
cleaning1

Care of children2 Free time3

women men women men women men women men
Spain 2002–3 7:54 6:51 3:22 0:37 0:30 0:12 4:34 5:34
Italy 2002–3 8:08 6:51 4:02 0:31 0:28 0:11 4:15 5:29

Republic of Korea 2004 7:30 6:51 2:36 0:20 0:55 0:15 5:03 5:34
Mexico 2002 8:10 6:25 4:43 0:39 1:01 0:21 2:37 3:01

South Africa 2000 6:52 6:01 3:06 1:00 0:39 0:04 4:08 4:53
Madagascar 2001 7:14 7:03 2:51 0:17 0:31 0:08 1:45 3:15

Adapted from UNDP 2007: 342

Primary school children preparing floor for
a meal-Kenya

A middle-aged father feeds his child at the Langas 
slums, Kenya. Some fathers are now taking active 

roles in family issues. 
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i.   Opportunities and Benefits of care work to 
societies

All care work, paid or unpaid, adds value to the econ-
omy and should therefore be included in economic 
calculations. It is estimated that if women’s unpaid 
work were assigned a monetary value it would con-
stitute between 10% and 39% of GDP.  Other studies 
show that reducing the household time burdens on 
women could increase agricultural labour productivity 
by 15% and capital productivity by as much as 44% 
in some countries (ESCAP. UNDP, 2003). 

ii. Necessary Policy framework
Policy responses have been framed around the three 
pronged approach of recognize, reduce and redis-
tribute.  Some advances have already been made, 
for example in Latin American countries like Ecuador, 
Peru and Colombia, to recognize the right to care and 
the need to value unpaid care work within policy and 
legislative frameworks. 

Addressing the challenges

What policy changes are needed?

	 Recognition that unpaid care work is a 
crucial issue for development and must 
be accounted for and addressed in all 
development interventions, across all sec-
tors. 

	 Better state provision of affordable, acces-
sible, high-quality care services - including 
childcare and care for older people and 
people with disabilities or chronic illness - 
as well as education and health services. 

	 Better protection of the rights of unpaid 
care workers, to education, good health, 
decent work and participation in public 
life.

Source (Chant 2002a: 467, Razavi 2007b)

Dr. Mary Otieno is an individual Member of FEMNET based in Nairobi, Kenya. She is currently a Lecturer and 
Supervisor of Educational Planning and Policy Studies, at Kenyatta University.

The African Women’s Journal 19



References
Chant, S. (2002b) ‘Families on the verge of break-
down? Views on contemporary trends in family life 
in Guanacaste, Costa Rica’, Journal of Develop-
ment Studies 18.2–3: 109–48.
DAWN Care and Sustainable Econo-
my in the Post 2015 Agenda Concept Note at 
http://www.dawnnet.org / feminist resources / 
content / care-and-sustainable-economy-post-
2015-agenda
Ed. J. Saba Arbache, A. Kolev, and E. Filipiak, 
Gender Disparities in Africa’s Labor Market, Africa 
Development Forum Series, World Bank (2010).
“Guide to Producing Time Use Statistics Mea-
suring Paid and Unpaid Work”, UN Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs, 2005. Found on: 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/publication/SeriesF/
SeriesF_93E.pdf 
Hausman et al. The Global Gender Gap Index 
2012 Report,World Economic Forum (2012). 
IMF, 2013, Women Work and the Economy: 
Macroeconomic Gains from Gender Equity “In-
tegrating Unpaid Work into National Policies – A 
Guidebook”, ESCAP. UNDP, 2003. Found on: 
http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/un-
paid_guide.asp 
International Labour Organization, Statistical Up-
date on Employment in the Informal Economy, In-
ternational Labour Organization (2012). 
International Labour Organization, Domestic work-
ers across the world: Global and regional statistics 
and the extent of legal protection. International La-
bour Organization (2013). 
J. Marlar and E. Mendes (2013), Globally, Men 
Twice as Likely as Women to Have a Good Job, 
retrieved 10 October 2013, from http://www.gal-
lup.com/poll/164666/globally-men-twice-likely-
women-good-job. aspx; J. Clifton and J. Marlar 
(2011), Worldwide, Good Jobs Linked to Higher 
Wellbeing.

K.G. Tijdens and M. Van Klaveren, Frozen in time: 
Gender pay gap unchanged for 10 years, ITUC 
(2012).
Open Working Group on the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (2014) Final Outcome Document 
At http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/focuss-
dgs.html. 
OECD 2008 “Gender and Sustainable Develop-
ment: Maximising the Economic, Social and Envi-
ronmental Role of women” pp.18-19.
Razavi, S. (2007a) The political and social econo-
my of care in a development context: contextual 
issues, research questions, and policy options, 
Geneva: United Nations Research Institute for So-
cial Development.
http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/htt
pNetITFramePDF?ReadForm&parentunid=2DBE
6A93350A7783C12573240036D5A0&parentdoc
type=paper&netitpath=80256B3C005BCCF9/(htt
pAuxPages)/2DBE6A93350A7783C1257324003
6D5A0/$file/Razavi-paper.pdf
UNRISD Research and Policy Brief 9, Why Care 
Matters for Social Development. Calcu-lations 
based on six countries in the UNRISD study: 
South Africa, Tanzania, Argentina, Nicaragua, 
India and the Republic of Korea.
Various papers on unpaid care on UN-
RISD’s website: http:// www.unrisd.
org/80256B3C005BB128/(httpProgrammeAreas 
For ResearchHome)/BAC527EAC4F1F59C80257
18B003C2B65?Open Document.
World Bank, 2012, Gender Equality and 
Development, World Development Report 2012, 
Ch. 5
World Bank, 2012, Gender Equality and 
Development, World Development Report 2012, 
Ch. 5
World Bank, Gender at Work: A Companion to 
the World Development Report on Jobs, World 
Bank  (2014).

The African Women’s Journal20



Abstract
This research illustrates how macroeconomic policies have a critical role to play in the protection and realiza-
tion of women’s rights, in particular the recognition and redistribution of care-work.  The legal frameworks, and 
in particular the labour laws have remained silent in so far as  the recognition and redistribution of care work is 
concerned. There should be a precise portrait of women’s work in order to reveal women’s hidden economic 
activity, fully understand the nuances of their social position and inform development interventions. Care as a 
value reinforces the existing gender stereotypes, the private/public dichotomy with women being in the private 
sphere doing unrecognized work and men in the public doing the administrative work that is generally over-
valued.  According to scholars, care is an important dimension in social security considering the economic 
decline/challenges that Uganda is faced with, but on its own it has got challenges thus it compliments other 
values. For example, the responsibility of caring for HIV and AIDS patients rest on grand-mothers, mothers, 
daughters etc who are not capacitated enough in terms of training to take care of HIV positive people. This 
research shows how there is a need for proactive laws in catering for the well being of unpaid care-workers.

Unpaid Care Work in Uganda:
A Proactive State Response Required

By Annie Margaret Ihoreere Wagana

Introduction 

Unpaid care work is invisible in Uganda’s legal 
framework and public policy. Patriarchy remains 
deep-rooted not only in culture but also in the 

macroeconomic structures, illustrating gender insensi-
tivity. Women in Uganda continually take on the burden 
of unpaid care work. Due to lack of a legal framework 
on care work, women and girls carry the burden of care 
work which includes, but is not limited to caring for the 
elderly and sick, educating children, collecting water and 
firewood and maintaining the family homestead. These 
may be either family or corporative; forced labour; volun-
teer work; charity etc. (Pearce L.: 1993; p223). Unpaid 
care is seen as casual work that is informal and therefore 
operates in the absence of formal contracts.  Care work 
remains a necessary evil, and is one of the most impor-
tant sources of social security in Uganda, for this reason 
there needs to be a  formal recognition of people that 
carry out this work. It is imperative to highlight the gen-
dered nature of care work and what needs to be done to 
better the debilitating status quo in Uganda. 

This study is restricted to different forms of care in the 
domestic arena. It involved desk research, individual 

interviews, focus group discussions and observation in 
Shema district in western Uganda. A number of ma-
terials such as previous research reports, policies and 
statutes were sourced, collected and reviewed. Obser-
vations were carried out through a field visit to a local 

Robinah Beshobeza, my 80 year old grandmother 
in Sheema District who is taken care of by extended 

family. Photo by: Matthew Wagana of Uganda Pixels Co.
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community where one of the care-givers provides care. 
Care-givers were observed at work and later interviewed 
on their experiences. The care-receiver was also inter-
viewed. There are also detailed studies from Oxfam and 
ActionAid taking a grounded approach in parts of north-
ern and central Uganda. The research methodology was 
therefore grounded in an approach exploring the lived 
realities of volunteer care-givers from a selected sample 
of care-givers as well as desktop approach.

The general sentiment from the focus groups in Sheema 
district was that labour regulation in Uganda delves into 
the formal market, envisaging employer-employee re-
lations. It turns a blind eye to the complex community 
relations which result in care work being seen as volun-
teering which is clearly unfair on those that carry out the 
work. Women in Shema are susceptible to losing their 
day jobs, and are sometimes exposed to all manner of 
physical illnesses which may be communicable, includ-
ing mental pain due to continual exposure to the dete-
riorating health of relatives and community members. 
Caretakers do not receive financial or psychological sup-
port from government.

Legal Framework
Macroeconomic policies have a critical role to play in the 
protection and realization of women’s rights, in particu-
lar the recognition and redistribution of care-work.  The 
legal frameworks, and in particular the labour laws have 
remained silent on the recognition and redistribution of 
care work. The Convention on the Elimination of All forms 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW, 1979) ad-
dresses the care burden placed on women in the home: 

“Relieving women of some of the burdens of do-
mestic work would allow them to engage more 
fully in the life of their communities. Women’s eco-
nomic dependence on men often prevents them 
from making important political decisions and 
from participating actively in public life.” 

Furthermore the International Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights (ICCPR) and International Covenant on Eco-
nomic Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) emphasizes 
that women should enjoy their rights free from discrimi-
nation. This means that governments must ensure that 
women are able to fully enjoy rights such as the right to 

work, the right to political participation, the right to social 
security, the right to freedom of expression, and the right 
to an adequate standard of living on an equal basis with 
men.

The 1995 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda is 
gender-inclusive and creates a strong legal basis for ad-
dressing gender issues by explicitly prescribing equality 
between women and men under the law as  well as the 
right to equal opportunity. 

Uganda gained independence in 1962. In 1995, the 
country enacted a new Constitution that explicitly pre-
scribed equality between women and men under the law 
as well as the right to equal opportunity. Other policy ef-
forts that have been made to address gender equality in-
clude the approval of the National Gender Policy (1997), 
the National Development Plan (NDP) 2010/11–2014/15 
(National Planning Authority 2010), which recognizes the 
role that custom plays in discrimination against women 
in Uganda, and lays out approaches to address gender-
related impediments to development; it also provides 
suggestions on how to mainstream gender-neutral poli-
cies, plans and programmes.  The Universal Primary Ed-
ucation (UPE) program provides for an increase of the 
girl child in schools, the Beijing Platform for Action pro-
vides affirmative action to increase women participation 
in leadership. 

Aside from policies and programs, the Constitution of 
the Republic of Uganda 1995 as amended, Article 3 em-
phasizes the rights of women an all aspects of life. Other 
supportive laws, policies and strategies in place include 
the Local Government Act (Cap 243), the Land Act (Cap 
227), the Land Acquisition Act (Cap 226), the National 
Agricultural Advisory Services Act (NAADS), the Social 
Development Sector Strategic Investment Plan (2003–
2008), the Community Mobilisation and Empowerment 
Strategy (2006) and the National Women’s Council Act 
(Cap 318) (Nesbit-Ahmed Z. and Apila M.:2015; p5-7). 

However, in Uganda, because women are considered 
primary care givers and nurturers, the trend is to make 
casual such work, whether women are affected physi-
cally, emotionally and economically. The Participatory 
Poverty Assessment (Government of Uganda 2002) re-
veals that women’s lack of control over livelihood assets 
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such as land, labour, skills and information, networks, 
technology, and financial capital remains one of the root 
causes of poverty (Nesbit-Ahmed Z. and Apila M.:2015; 
p.5-7). 

Unfortunately, care work is mostly found in the realm o 
informal labour, in Uganda. It is largely unregulated. It is 
an aspect of social security mainly performed by families 
and communities. Furthermore Uganda has not ratified 
the International Labour Organisation Convention No. 
189, Decent Work for Domestic Workers.1 The palliative 
care for long-term illnesses like cancer and HIV/AIDS 
is largely carried out by female family and community 
members; this type of work  definitely  needs  acknowl-
edgement so as to get formal recognition. The legal 
protection of care worker is imperative as it shows an 
ethic of care is premised on fully relational subjects who 

exist in complex webs of interdependence with others 
(Robinson: 2006; p322).2 Thus, Sevenhuijsen (2000: 
p29)3 argues, ‘the conception of people as working and 
caring citizens is better attuned to the needs of … all 

persons living in networks of care and responsibility than 
is achieved if the starting point is that of equal rights-
holders’. 

The gendered nature of care work
The concept of care is the basic life activity, life activi-
ties centre around care and families are the basic social 
loci of caring (Emsterdam, et al.: 2003). Care sometimes 
referred to ethics of care was developed in the 1980’s 
and 1990’s, care as a value underpins social security 
either formal (social security schemes, social assistance, 
social insurance) or informal(the traditional safety nets), 
there are four phases of care: caring about4, taking care 
of5, care giving6, and care receiving7 (Tronto:1993). The 
private/public dichotomy is reinforced in that women 
dominate in the last two “care giving and care-receiving” 
while men dominate in the “caring about” and “taking 
care.” The provision of care is highly gender biased.

Conclusion
From the research above, in Uganda care is an impor-
tant dimension in social security considering the eco-
nomic decline challenges that Uganda is faced with but 
on its own it has got challenges thus it compliments 
other values. This research shows how there is a need 
for proactive laws in catering for the well being of un-
paid care-workers, as care workers form an unintended 
social security blanket for communities. Generally, there 
is need for reform of domestic labour laws to ensure 
gender responsiveness such as allowing new mothers 
in the workforce more time off in order to take care of 
children and return to work, which may increase more 
women in the formal sector. Relationships between dif-
ferent forms of work, industrial formal work, informal 
work and household work have a unique impact on 
women. These constraints make women, invisible and 
subordinate they therefore find it difficult to organise and 
improve their conditions. There is need for a change in 
societal attitudes where women are expected to volun-
teer their time and energy void of self development.

An integrative and inclusive approach needs to be ad-
opted so as to allow the construction of a framework 

Chebet Irene, 25 years old with her four children. Photo 
by Harry Freeland/ACTIONAID (http://www.actionaid.
org/sites/files/actionaid/making_care_visible.pdf )

1 Requires that domestic work should be formalized under law, as women are being exploited, by slave-like working conditions.
2 For further details, see Tronto (1993) and Daly (2002).
3 Cited in Robinson (2006: 321, 322)
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for approaching social security protection of women as 
workers, active and permanent in a growing part of the 
global economy and not as a vulnerable group with pri-
mary welfare needs (Delahanty J. A: 2000; p15). There 
should be a precise portrait of women’s work in order 
to reveal women’s hidden economic activity, fully under-

stand the nuances of their social position and inform de-
velopment interventions.

Margaret Wagana is an Individual Member of FEMNET 
based in Kampala, Uganda.

Factors contributing to lack of recognition of unpaid carework

4 Attentiveness to others.
5 Assuming responsibility e.g. over orphans etc.
6 Hands on provision of care.
7 Recipients of care, have their lives are improved
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Abstract

The basic premise of the tax justice movement 
is the demand for social and economic justice 
through the redistribution of wealth for equality. 

This entails the need for countries to prioritize the use 
of pro-poor and gender sensitive tax systems as well as 
consciously allocating public expenditure in a way which 
addresses social and economic rights. Gender is often 
an area that is left out in “neutral-sounding technical lan-
guage”1 especially in the realm of illicit financial flows. 
Conservative estimates say that Africa loses approxi-
mately $50 Billion annually to illicit financial flows. Illicit 
financial flows erode the tax base and negatively affect 
countries’ ability to mobilize domestic revenue to finance 
the delivery of essential public services such as health 
care, education and improved infrastructure. Gender is 

a factor along the illicit financial flow continuum –from 
extraction of money to the impact of loss of resources. It 
is increasingly clear that the tax justice movement needs 
to have broader analysis and dialogue to understand the 
damage caused to marginalized groups such as women 
by the existing weak international financial architecture 
which negatively affects domestic revenue mobilization 
in Africa. 

This paper argues that illicit financial flows, mainly through 
commercial transactions by multinational companies, 
reduces the capacity for governments to mobilize tax 
revenues and often results in governments shifting the 
burden of tax on citizens as opposed to businesses. As 
a result, the tax systems are often regressive, have loop-
holes or leakages and therefore often fail to redistribute 
wealth. This failure perpetuates social and economic in-
justice as governments fail to raise sufficient domestic 
revenue to finance basic public amenities and resort to 
indirect taxes and personal income taxes which burden 
the poor more than corporates. Eventually it is the most 
vulnerable groups such as women and children who suf-
fer the most in such systems. 
The paper recommends that African governments  in-
crease efforts to stop illicit financial flows from African 
countries in order to increase the tax base thereby en-
abling sustainable and reliable domestic revenue mobi-
lization to finance its economic transformation. One big 
way in which African governments can stop illicit finan-
cial flows from their countries is the implementation of 
the recommendations of the High Level Panel Report on 
Illicit Financial Flows from Africa. This would curb illicit 
financial flows and strengthen domestic revenue mobili-
zation, which would go a long way in addressing gender 
related development issues. 

The Gender Dimensions of Tax 
and Illicit Financial Flows

1  Gender and Tax Justice, Liz Nelson 9th June 2015;  <https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/liz-nelson/gender-and-tax-justice>
2  Wealth: Having it all and wanting more, Oxfam Issue Briefing

By Crystal Simeoni and Cephas Makunike  
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Introduction and background issues
Half of the world’s wealth lies in the hands of just 1% of 
the world population2; this indicates that inequalities are 
deepening. Rising income inequality goes in tandem with 
and is also caused to a large extent by the current growth 
model and illicit financial flows (IFFs) which have increased 
exponentially in Africa. Fiscal policies have an important 
role to play in rebalancing these inequalities that affect us 
all, irrespective of which country a person is from. In pres-
ent day realities of economic crises, competing priorities 
such as the migration crisis, and declining aid to Africa; 
domestic revenue in the form of tax is the only reliable 
resource to ensure economic & human development. In 
order for tax revenue to form a bulk of development fi-
nancing there has to be transparency and accountability 
oversight over tax and fiscal policy implementation. 

In the last few years there is a growing call by tax 
payers to have accountability for the money they are 
taxed the world over. There is a growing understand-
ing that taxes and fiscal policies need oversight and 
accountability structures to ensure that the benefits 
to society are just. Questions arise over not just the 
amount of funds collected through taxation, but how 
they are raised and who receives them and how they 
are distributed. The dimension of gender within the tax 
justice circles is one that goes largely uncounted for 
but has recently begun to receive some recognition in 
that there are indeed implications of illicit financial flows 
that further deepen inequalities of gender. There is also 
growing consensus that fiscal policy has a vital role to 
play in rebalancing gender inequalities. As the struggle 
to ensure tax policies and systems are transparent and 
just, we must realize that current tax structures exist 
within existing gender issues. 

Domestic Resource Mobilization 
The 3rd Financing for Development conference held in Ad-
dis Ababa in 2015 further emphasized the growing expec-
tation for developing countries to finance their own devel-

opment through domestic revenue mobilization3. Countries 
in Africa rely on corporate, individual and indirect taxes for 
domestic resource mobilization. However, corporate tax 
is not collected as efficiently as it should meaning the tax 
burden is placed on already marginalized citizens through 
individual and indirect taxes. This has consequences on 
service delivery of things like health, education, sanitation 
and other public amenities. There just aren’t enough re-
sources to ensure these functions are adequately funded 
consequently African citizens in general lack the social pro-
tection structures they essentially should have a right to. 

Women as a cohort of society are already greatly mar-
ginalized, regressive tax regimes disproportionately af-
fect women and girls as they often do not receive living 
wages, do not have a right to unionize, do not have ac-
cess to benefits or social protection mechanisms and 
typically bear the burden of care at home4. Insufficient 
social security structures mean that women in particular 
perform many of the social security roles as part of their 
unpaid domestic labour. The gap that illicit financial flows 
create in states ability to raise their own revenue could 
create austerity measures that generally mean there are 
reductions on social expenditure, charges for previously 
free public services in health and education, reduction 
or removal of food(aid?), transport and other subsidies 
amongst others5. Studies have shown when this hap-
pens women bear the greater burden.

With specific reference to Africa, the continent is los-
ing in excess of $50 billion annually6 - roughly 5.5% of 
GDP, creating a big dent in Africa’s ability to raise its own 
revenue. To respond to this, the High Level Panel (HLP) 
on Illicit Financial Flows was commissioned by Africa 
Union/Economic Commission for Africa (AU/ECA) Con-
ference of Ministers of Finance, Planning and Economic 
Development to come up with recommendations. The 
report from the High Level Panel came up with 15 rec-
ommendations to work towards curbing the flow of il-
licit finances from Africa. Though this is a document that 
is generally gender blind, it does offer solutions on the 

3  The Addis Ababa Action Agenda of the Third International Conference on Financing for Development (also referred to as the FfD3 Outcome Document), 
July 2015.
4  Abdulmelik, Nebila. “Women’s Rights and Illicit Financial Flows.” Awid Women’s Rights
5  International Capital Flows: Identifying the Gender Dimension, Singh & Zammit
6  Illicit Financial Flows. Report of the High Level Panel on Illicit Financial Flows from Africa, Commissioned by the AU/ECA Conference of Ministers of 
Finance, Planning and Economic Development, 2015.
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curbing of illicit financial flows the biggest cross-cutting 
challenge in the implementation of its recommendations 
is the lack of appropriate capacity to ensure that illicit 
outflows are curtailed. It can be argued that further to 
this is the impetus to make sure that capacity building 
on how to implement the recommendations includes 
gender dimensions. The fight to curb IFFs is still relatively 
new therefore the opportunity exists to make sure that 
gender dimensions are included this early. 

Conclusion and recommendations

The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Dis-
crimination Against Women (CEDAW) recognizes ‘the 
equal rights of men and women to enjoy all economic, 
social, cultural, civil, and political rights’. Additionally, 
goal 10 of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-
velopment calls for the reduction of inequality within and 
among countries. In light of these instruments, it is time 
to ensure commitment both nationally and internation-
ally  to raise the revenues necessary to realize these 
goals. By doing so, we will be working towards bridging 
longstanding economic inequality “between women and 
men, between the politically disenfranchised and power-
holders, and among countries at dramatically divergent 
levels of development and economic durability”7.

While research exploring the implications of the interna-
tional financial architecture on women is beginning to be 
an area of concern, there is not nearly enough data and 
research. There needs to be more gender disaggregated 
data for targeted work to identify and correct gender injus-
tices brought about through illicit financial flows. It is there-
fore vital that we begin to create new narratives to promote 
gender justice in fiscal policy in the post-2015 era8. 

Crystal Simeoni is the Policy Lead on Tax and 
International Financial Architecture at Tax Justice Network 
- Africa (TJN-A). Follow her on twitter:       @crystalsimeoni

Cephas Makunike is the Policy Lead in charge of the 
Tax and Inequality Programme at Tax Justice Network – 
Africa (TJN-A). Follow him on twitter:       @cmakunike
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