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Gender quotas – a key to equality?

A case study of Iraq and Afghanistan

By Drude Dahlerup and Anja Taarup Nordlund, Stockholm University

The introduction of gender quotas makes possible historical leaps in women’s political representation. At present, there is an average representation of only 15 per cent women in national parliaments throughout the world (www.ipu.org).The new global trend towards gender quotas in politics may be seen as a response to the slow growth in women's parliamentary representation. 

Despite their highly controversial nature, quotas for public elections have been recently introduced by such diverse countries as Sweden, South Africa, France, Uganda, Argentina and Bosnia & Herzegovina. An electoral gender quota system sets a minimum percentage of women, or either sex, in each political party’s candidates for public election, e.g. 30 or 40%. The Swedish Social Democratic party's "every second a women" and "parité (France, Belgium) are other names for quota systems.

This article presents the main perspectives of the Stockholm-based research project “Gender Quotas – A Key to Equality?” and analyses recent developments in Afghanistan and Iraq, countries which illustrate the new trend in demands for gender quotas even in strictly male-dominated societies. How has it been possible to place the disempowerment of women on the agenda in these post-war countries where the state-building processes are dominated by external forces? 

Quota Research 

The aim of the research project "Gender Quotas - a Key to Equality?" is to carry out a comparative analysis of the new global trend in the use of electoral gender quotas. The focus of the study is on 1) the discursive controversies surrounding the introduction of quotas, 2) the quota provisions themselves, 3) the often troublesome implementation process of various quota systems in various electoral systems, and, finally, 4) the effects of the introduction of quotas on women’s political representation, in both quantitative (the number of women) and qualitative terms (political empowerment of women). The perspective is comparative and the scope global. The results of this project will be presented in a forthcoming book, which compares the introduction of quota systems throughout the world, and which is written by authors who have carried out empirical studies of the introduction of quotas in their own country or region (www.statsvet.su.se/quotas).

More than 30 countries have now introduced some kind of electoral gender quota in their constitution and/or electoral law (legal quotas). Moreover, major political parties in more than 50 countries around the world have now introduced their own quota regulations requiring a certain minimum of candidates for public elections to be women (party quotas). 

While this new trend can be seen most clearly in Latin America, gender quotas have also recently been introduced in several countries in Asia, Africa and Oceania. Quotas seem to be the most controversial in the USA and Europe. Although some Western political parties have decided to introduce party quotas, legal quotas are usually seen in contrast with the prevailing concepts of liberal democracy, notable exceptions being the quota laws of Belgium and France, which are based on a republican concept of democracy.  In the former communist countries in Eastern and Central Europe, as well as in Russia, quotas are typically rejected out of hand because they are seen as a parallel to the systems of appointment/election under communism.

In collaboration with International IDEA, this research project has gathered and presents data on all parliamentary gender quota systems in what is the first worldwide overview of the use of quotas (www.quotaproject.org). 

The construction of quotas

The required percentage for legal as well as party quotas ranges from Nepal’s 5 per cent to 40 per cent in Costa Rica and 50 per cent in France. The South African ANC requires 40 per cent women on the party's lists, while the Swedish Social Democratic Party has set a figure of 50 per cent for both women and men. While most quota regulations target women, some are formulated in a gender-neutral way, e.g. requiring no more than 60 and no less than 40 per cent of either sex. It is worth noting that gender-neutral quotas imply a maximum for female as well as male candidates, whereas women-only requirements do not. However, most quota systems aim at correcting the historical under-representation of women, even if, as in the rare case of left-wing parties in some of the Nordic countries, gender neutral quota regulations have in fact benefited men (Dahlerup, 1988; Freidenvall, 2003; see statsvet.su.se/quotas). Argentina, Costa Rica and Belgium are examples of countries with 'double quotas', which combine the legal requirement for a certain minimum percentage of women with rules about gendering the ‘rank order’ of candidates on the lists.

Although constitutional amendments and electoral laws appear to have more force, they are not necessarily better than party quotas when it comes to implementation. It all depends on the rules concerned and possible sanctions for non-compliance, and on the context in general. Here, a distinction must be made between quotas for 1) the pool of potential candidates, 2) the actual nominees, and 3) those elected. There are examples of quota requirements at all three levels, but most quota systems involve the second level. The partly unsuccessful “women’s shortlists” in England, which broaden the pool of candidates from which the selection committee or the primary can choose, is an example of the first level (Squires, 2004). The third level is usually labelled 'reserved seats for women'. Here, certain seats are reserved for women, as, for example, in Uganda, where a special electorate in each of the 56 districts elects two women to parliament.

The differences between gender quotas for electoral candidates and reserved-seat systems are not always as clear cut as expected, however. Even in reserved-seat quota systems, candidates may have to compete for their seats in some kind of election, as in Uganda, Jordan and Morocco. And even where there are gender quotas for nominations, certain seats may be totally "safe", e.g. being placed at the top of the list for a large party in a stronghold district. It is important to note that quota systems may be, and are, used in both democratic and non-democratic or semi-democratic systems, however in the form of reserved seats most often in the latter. 

The fast versus the incremental track

The recent global trend to implement some form of gender quota system for election to political institutions challenges our previous theories of the route to higher representation for women. In this research project we make the distinction between the fast track versus the incremental track to women’s equal political representation (Dahlerup & Freidenvall, forthcoming). In general, the Scandinavian countries represent what we call the incremental track to equal political representation for women and men. It took approximately 60 years for Denmark, Norway and Sweden to exceed the 20 per cent threshold, and 70 years to reach 30 per cent. 

We contrast the Scandinavian and the general Western gradualism with the surprisingly rapid new developments in countries such as Argentina, Costa Rica and South Africa, which are typical of what we refer to as the fast track. Today, quotas are being introduced in countries where women only constitute a small minority in parliament, and the world is witnessing historical leaps in women’s representation, e.g. from 19 to 35 per cent in one election in Costa Rica, 30 per cent women in the first democratic parliamentary election in South Africa in 1994, and the sudden jump to 49 per cent women in parliament in Rwanda in 2003, which propelled Rwanda to the top of the world ranking of parliaments according to women’s share of parliamentary seats (www.ipu.org). Such great historical leaps might well have occurred without quota provisions, of course, but all the mentioned examples were furthered by the introduction of quotas. It is still early days in the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan, but these countries too might be examples of fast track developments.

Gender quotas in Afghanistan and Iraq?

It may come as a surprise to many observers that quotas for women are being seriously discussed in the restructuring processes of post-war Afghanistan and Iraq. Although they have different historical records on women’s rights issues, both countries are fundamentally patriarchal and characterized by heavy male dominance in public and private life. How was women's representation placed on the agenda? Who are the actors?

One of the publications from this research project has been a fact-finding report on the issue of quotas in Iraq and Afghanistan (Nordlund, 2004). The report reveals interesting differences in the process of women's representation, but also some similarities. As yet, there is not enough data for an analysis of the arguments used, and with the implementation stage still ahead, we don't know whether Afghanistan and Iraq will come to represent what we call the fast track.

Afghanistan

The new constitution for Afghanistan includes a quota system for both the Meshrano Jirga (Upper House, “House of elders”) and the Wolesi Jirga (Lower House, “House of Peoples”). The Wolesi Jirga will consist of 220-250 parliamentarians, elected according to the size of the population in each of the thirty-two provinces. At least two women are to be elected from each province, which should guarantee a minimum of 26 per cent women in the assembly (64/250). For the House of Elders, or Meshrano Jirga, the President will appoint 1/3 of the members 50 per cent of whom must be women.
   However, there are no sanctions in the case of non-compliance in the constitution. Whether these quota provisions will be met at all will have to wait for the first election. 

It seems to have been important for the quota decisions that a few selected women participated in the constitution-building process. The UN and the US have been key actors in this process. The Interim Administration, chaired by Hamid Karzai, was established as a result of the Bonn Agreement in December 2001 and Security Council resolution 1383.  The 502-member Emergency Loya Jirga included 20 women. In the following Transitional Administration, two women were appointed as cabinet ministers. 

A nine-member Constitutional Drafting Commission was formed one year after the invasion of Afghanistan. The Commission was made up of legal scholars and solicitors, and included two women. Taking the 1964 constitution as the starting point, the Commission has drafted a new constitution (www.unama-afg.org). In addition, a thirty-five-member Constitutional Review Commission, which included seven women, was also set up (www.usembassy.state.gov).

December 2003 saw the gathering of a new grand council, a Loya Jirga, consisting of 1501 delegates, of whom 160 were women. 502 of these delegates were elected, among them eighty-nine women (17%) (www.usembassy.state.gov).
 One of the main tasks of this unique and culturally ancient council has been to debate and amend the new constitution.
 According to UNIFEM, women made up 15 percent of the Loya Jirga in 1977, but since then women have not participated in any Loya Jirga (www.unifem.org).
 The Loya Jirga agreed on a new constitution on January 4, 2004, after three weeks of debate. As previously mentioned, the new constitution included a gender quota.

Women as actors.

The international community was actively involved in placing women's political representation on the agenda among the many other issues to be discussed. But Afghan women's own networks were also active, as were exile Afghan women. 
In March 2003, women’s groups in Afghanistan met at a conference jointly organised by the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA) and the UN agencies, with an aim to influence the work on the draft constitution. The women’s groups called for a 25 per cent female representation in the Loya Jirga, women’s representation in the drafting of the new constitution, and women’s access to health care and education (www.unifem.org). Later, at a meeting on "Women and the Constitution" convened in Kandahar in September 2003, an "Afghan Women's Bill of Rights"  consisting of twenty-one demands was drawn up, including  “equal representation of women in the Loya Jirga and Parliament”. Several other meetings have been held, some of them with participants from all over Afghanistan. Among recent activities is the campaign to make women register for the upcoming election, as well as activities aimed at implementing the gender provisions in the constitution (www.afghanwomensnetwork.org).

To sum up: Several actors were active in promoting women's participation in the constitutional process and in capacity-building for future Afghan women politicians: 

· Afghan women's NGOs and networks and exile Afghan women
· The Ministry for Women's Affairs (MoWa), originally initiated by the UN and financed by such UN institutions as UNIFEM.

· United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), the focus of which was on peace-building tasks, but which was also involved in furthering women's political representation. 

Although all of these actors have had an important say in the participation of women in the constitutional process and future elections, none of them seem to have formulated these demands in terms of specific quotas requirements, which was the eventual result (Nordlund, 2004). 

Iraq

Unlike in Afghanistan, it is not the UN, but the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), led by the American Paul Bremer, which has been in charge of the state-building process in Iraq. Only future developments will reveal the importance of this difference. It is, however, worth noting that only few women were selected by the CPA for the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), and that the CPA has opposed the introduction of electoral gender quotas. 

In July 2003, the 25-member Interim Iraqi Government Council (IGC) was established and its members chosen by the CPA, bearing in mind the ethnic composition of Iraqi society. The council consists of five different ethnic groups.
 The council has three women, one of whom, Ms. Akila al-hashemi,
 was murdered in September 2003 and later replaced by Ms. Khufaji.  The Council has the power to nominate and dismiss ministers, direct policies, and it plays an important part in writing Iraq’s new constitution. 

Interestingly,  the three women members of the IGC have all spoken in favour of quotas (except the newly appointed Ms. Khufaji), as have women around the country, including such high-profile female political leaders as Ms. Barwari, the only woman out of a total of twenty-five ministers. They have demanded that women make up at least one third of the committee drafting the constitution and all political institutions, including parliament and local councils. However, male political leaders in Iraq have clearly opposed quotas, and the CPA has declined to support the idea of gender quotas (Ciezadlo, 2003a and b).

The Iraqi Governing Council has not appointed any women to the Fundamental Law Committee, which is responsible for drafting the newly amended Transitional Administrative Law (TAL), an interim constitution to be replaced , no later than  December 31, 2005, by a permanent constitution. The law was passed by the IGC on March 8, 2004, after many internal conflicts, mainly on the issue of federalism and autonomy for Kurds , but female representation in a future National Assembly also made it difficult to come to an agreement .

Contrary to the reports in some parts of the media, there was no electoral gender quota provision in the Transitional Administrative Law. However, it does state that: 

“The National Assembly shall be elected in accordance with an electoral law and political party law. The electoral law shall aim to achieve the goal of having women constitute no less than one-quarter of the members of the National Assembly and of having fair representation for all communities in Iraq, including Turkomans, ChaldoAssyrians, and others.”

150 women from all parts of Iraq participated in an all-Iraqi women’s conference in Hilla in Iraq, organised with financial support from USAID. Opinions on female participation differed widely , some groups arguing for Sharia laws in Iraq, while others argued for quotas. The conference did, however, agree that women should have equal rights in society, and it proposed a 30 per cent quota for women in all government institutions, including the establishment of a special division in each ministry dedicated to women’s issues. Many also agreed that women should be involved in writing the constitution. The U.S. was criticised for failing to include women at all levels of Iraq’s political and constitutional reformation (Lieber, 2003).

To sum up: Several actors were involved in presenting demands for women's political involvement in Iraq: 

· Many Iraqi women's groups have been active, although it is difficult to get an overview. 
· International women's organizations and US organizations, e.g. the National Council of Women’s Organisations, are involved.

· Exile Iraqi women's groups are involved.

· Contrary to Afghanistan, the UN only plays a minor role in Iraq.

However, as with the demands for political representation by Afghan women, quota demands in Iraq have been given little media attention in the well-established international media.

Concluding remarks

Firstly, the cases of Afghanistan and Iraq illustrate a general trend in the world today, which is that, in times of fundamental restructuring of the polity, there will be demands for active measures to achieve a gender balance in parliament. Often, these will be in the form of a demand for gender quotas. This happens even in traditional patriarchal societies like Afghanistan and Iraq. Attaining the fast track via quotas may even be considered especially apt in such societies, where the position of women is traditionally weak. 

Secondly, in Afghanistan and Iraq as elsewhere, the demands for women's political empowerment, or even for a gender balance in politics, have been initiated by women's organizations.
Thirdly, common to all countries is that there is extensive co-operation between national and local women's organizations and international feminist groups. The recommendation on quotas by the UN women’s conference in Beijing in 1995 is a useful tool, especially when translated into the national discourse of restoration and democracy. Whether these groups will find support for their demands depends on the context and the ruling forces of the country concerned, to which women seldom belong. 

Iraq and Afghanistan have not yet reached the implementation stage. However, the experiences of other countries show that, without continuing pressure from women's organisations, the actual implementation of quota provisions may never happen. The implementation result depends on many factors, including the type of quota provisions concerned and the correspondence between these and the electoral system, as well as the existence of sanctions for non-compliance and actual implementation of such sanctions. The most effective sanctions are those where the electoral authorities have the right to reject candidate lists that do not live up to the quota provisions and actually make use of it (Dahlerup & Freidenvall, forthcoming). In the case of Afghanistan, much will depend on the rules for electing the two women per province, and whether these rules will turn into a glass ceiling, in reality preventing women from running in the non-quota seats. In the case of Iraq, much depends on whether the more vague target of 1/4 women is transformed into an operational quota provision with sanctions for non-compliance. At this stage, it is not possible to judge the outcome.

What is to be represented? 

Afghanistan and Iraq are both clan-based societies with sharp ethnic divisions. The Iraqi Transitional Administrative Law, quoted above, not only mentions 'women', but also ethnic minorities. A closer look at both countries will reveal that the division of power between various clans and ethnic communities is one of the most important aspects underlying the construction of the new polity - whether this is specified in the constitution or results from the construction of provinces and electoral districts. When the demand for gender equality in politics has to some extent been met in both Afghanistan and Iraq, a future research agenda should include the question of what 'women' are understood to represent  Do feminist organisations see women as a group with specific interests? In the end, does clan-based, male-dominated society yield to the pressure for gender quotas only because they slowly begin to realise that 'women', by their structural position in society, may loyally represent clan interests, even if women politicians also represent a threat to the patriarchal value system. 
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� Article 83, Chapter 5, art. 3. Constitution of Afghanistan. Can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.constitution-afg.com" ��http://www.constitution-afg.com� 


� According to UNOCHA, women constituted 20 percent (� HYPERLINK "http://www.unocha.org" ��www.unocha.org�).


� Other tasks of the Loya Jirga are to settle tribal disputes, and to discuss social reforms (� HYPERLINK "http://www.news.bbc.co.uk" ��www.news.bbc.co.uk�).


� Except for the Emergency Loya Jirga gathered after the Bonn Agreement, whose 502 members included. 20 women (� HYPERLINK "http://www.unama-afg.org" ��www.unama-afg.org�).


� Shia-Muslims 13, Sunni-Muslims 5, Kurds 5, Turkmanis 1, Assyrian 1.


� Opinions differ as to why she was murdered, one being that she was a former member of the Baath party and a firm supporter of Saddam Hussein before the invasion. She was also known to advocate women’s rights.


� Gender quotas were suggested by Ms. Safia al.Souhil, a high-profile politician in the so-called Iraqi ‘Government in Exile’ , chosen in London in January 2003, but were rejected by male leaders. The ‘Government in Exile’ consists of 65 members, three of whom are women.





� Visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.cnn.com" ��www.cnn.com� for further information, as well as � HYPERLINK "http://www.turkishpress.com" ��www.turkishpress.com�.


� The Transitional Administrative Law, Chapter four, article 30 C.





� Published in eps, the journal of ECPR, summer 2004, pp.91-98.





