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Introduction

Despite years of policy dialogue and global frameworks, Nigerian
women still face formidable hurdles in political inclusion, economic
opportunity, and access to education. These gaps are not merely
gender issues; they represent fundamental development failures.
With women holding only 3.9% of seats in the House of
Representatives and 3.1% in the Senate in 2023, coupled with 917
maternal deaths per 100,000 live births, and a female literacy rate of
just 59% compared to 74% for males, the figures speak volumes:
Nigeria is not doing enough.

This article explores the historical, legal, economic, and cultural
challenges that continue to limit Nigerian women. It then presents
actionable reforms, drawing on global best practices and local
realities, to genuinely advance gender equality. Ultimately, women's
empowerment is not just a moral imperative; it is a clear path to
good governance, sustainable development, and long-term social
stability.

Historical and Legal Context

Historically, Nigerian women such as Queen Amina of Zazzau and the
Aba women protesters of 1929 exercised significant power in
governance and trade. However, British colonial structures erased
their agency by excluding women from formal political and economic
systems.

This pattern, sadly, persisted post-independence. Nigeria’s 1979
Constitution failed to enshrine gender-specific protections or
affirmative action measures. It was not until the 2006 National
Gender Policy that a 35% affirmative action quota was formally
proposed. Despite this, it remains largely unenforced due to a lack of
political will and insufficient legal backing.

Rethinking Women's Empowerment in
Nigeria: From Rhetoric to Reform

Although Nigeria has ratified key international
frameworks such as the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) and the Maputo Protocol, these
have not been domesticated. This means they are
not legally enforceable in Nigerian courts, effectively
rendering them toothless.

Socioeconomic and

Institutional Barriers

~

ey Political Representation

As of 2023, women held only 4.7% of seats in the
National Assembly, a far cry from the global average
of 26.5%. While Section 39 of the 1979 Constitution
granted all citizens equal political rights, it failed to
enforce gender quotas. Section 17(2)_of the 1999
Constitution, still in effect, guarantees all citizens
equal rights; however, its implementation has been
slow and inconsistent.

The National Gender Policy of 2006 attempted to
rectify this disparity by advocating a 35% affirmative
action target for women in political roles.
Unfortunately, the policy has not been effectively
enforced, with women’s representation remaining
below 10% across all levels of government. The
absence of clear legal mandates and sustained
political will has significantly hindered progress in
this regard.

Currently, women constitute a paltry 3.1% of the
Senate and 3.9% of the House of Representatives,
placing Nigeria near the bottom of African countries
for women'’s political representation. Alarmingly, 15
out of Nigeria's 36 State Houses of Assembly have no
female members whatsoever.



https://data.ipu.org/parliament/NG/NG-LC01/data-on-women/
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/gender/587049-iwd-2023-nigeria-falling-in-womens-political-participation.html?tztc=1
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/maternal-mortality
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/maternal-mortality
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/progress-girls-access-education-what-new-unesco-data-reveals
http://www.nigeria-law.org/ConstitutionOfTheFederalRepublicOfNigeria.htm
https://nigeriarights.gov.ng/files/constitution.pdf
https://nigeriarights.gov.ng/files/constitution.pdf
https://alliancesforafrica.org/full-implementation-of-35-affirmative-action-of-women-in-public-governance-leadership/
https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
https://au.int/en/treaties/protocol-african-charter-human-and-peoples-rights-rights-women-africa

In the 2023 elections, 18 political parties fielded 380 female
candidates for the National Assembly elections. This includes 92 for
the Senate and 288 for the House of Representatives. However, out
of the 92 women who contested for the 109 senatorial seats
(representing 8.4% of the total), only three were ultimately elected.

Source: Premium Times

The data above shows the percentage difference in gender representation among
candidates in the 2023 national elections, by party.

WOMEN REPRESENTATION IN THE STATE HOUSES OF ASSEMBLY

*As of March 2023

STATE PReceNTAGE  pRECENTAGE STATE penceNTAGE  pencENTAGE
ABIA 0% 0% KANO 0% 0%
ADAMAWA 4% 4% KATSINA 0% 0%
AKWAIBOM 8% 15% KEBBI 0% 0%
ANAMBRA 3% 3% Kool 0% 8%
BAUCHI 0% 0% KWARA 0% 21%
BAYELSA 13% 8% LAGOS 8% 8%
BENUE % % NASARAWA 0% 8%
BORNO 0% 0% NIGER 4% 0%
CROSSRIVER  20% 4% OGUN 15% 8%
DELTA % % ONDO 4% 12%
EBONYI 13% 8% OSUN 8% 0%
EDO 0% 4% 0Y0 3% 6%
EKITI 15% 23% PLATEAU 4% 8%
ENUGU 17% 8% RIVERS 3% 0%
GOMBE 4% 0% SOKOTO 0% 0%
IMO % 0% TARABA 0% 8%
JIGAWA 0% 0% YOBE 0% 0%
KADUNA 3% 6% ZAMFARA 0% 0%
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The figure above shows women's representation in the
State Houses of Assembly.

‘Jx Education

While primary school enrolment for girls has
improved, many are still withdrawn early due to
child marriage (43% of girls are married before 18),
teenage pregnancy, and economic pressures.
Poverty remains a significant barrier to education
for both boys and girls, but it disproportionately
affects girls. Families often prioritise boys'
education or are forced to withdraw girls from
school due to financial constraints. The female
literacy rate stands at 59%, compared to 74% for
males.

0 Health

Nigeria remains one of the most perilous countries
in which to give birth, with a maternal mortality
ratio of 917 deaths per 100,000 live births, one of
the highest globally. Approximately 82,000 women
died from pregnancy-related complications in
2020. Contributing factors include the lack of
skilled birth attendants, inaccessible rural clinics,
and inadequate antenatal care.



https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/progress-girls-access-education-what-new-unesco-data-reveals
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/progress-girls-access-education-what-new-unesco-data-reveals
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/progress-girls-access-education-what-new-unesco-data-reveals
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/maternal-mortality
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/maternal-mortality
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2024/apr/16/pregnancy-is-not-disease-why-do-so-many-women-die-giving-birth-in-nigeria-one-of-africas-richest-countries
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2024/apr/16/pregnancy-is-not-disease-why-do-so-many-women-die-giving-birth-in-nigeria-one-of-africas-richest-countries
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2024/apr/16/pregnancy-is-not-disease-why-do-so-many-women-die-giving-birth-in-nigeria-one-of-africas-richest-countries
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/gender/587049-iwd-2023-nigeria-falling-in-womens-political-participation.html?tztc=1
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/gender/587049-iwd-2023-nigeria-falling-in-womens-political-participation.html?tztc=1
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2023/05/why-women-havent-been-successful-in-nigerian-elections?lang=en
https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Percentage-of-Women-in-Unicameral-or-Lower-Chambers-of-African-Parliament.pdf

% Economic Participation

Women predominantly work in Nigeria's informal sector, yet they
often lack access to credit, labour protections, and social security.
Female labour force participation stands at 48.5%, with the majority
engaged in low-wage, unregulated employment.

The graph above, drawn from the International Labour Organization’s (ILO)
Modelled Estimates and Projections database, illustrates the female labour force
participation rate.

K@I Cultural and Religious Dynamics

CuTturaI and religious beliefs continue to reinforce gender roles that
significantly limit women's access to education, employment, and
property rights. Patriarchal norms remain deeply entrenched. In
parts of southern Nigeria, customary inheritance laws deny women
land ownership, thereby reinforcing economic dependency. Religious
and traditional leaders often shape gender norms in ways that
discourage women's autonomy and participation in public life.

Child marriage remains a critical issue, with 44% of girls married
before the age of 18, amounting to over 24 million child brides. While
recent data suggest a decline in national prevalence, progress has
been slow and uneven, particularly among the poorest households,
in rural areas, and among girls with little education.

Why Women's
Representation Matters

When women are involved in decision-making,
outcomes demonstrably improve. Studies show
that peace agreements are 35% more likely to
last at least 15 years when women participate in
negotiations. In Rwanda, for instance, where
women constitute 61% of parliament,
progressive legislation has been enacted
concerning domestic violence, education, and
land rights.

Closer to home, Nigerian women played vital
roles during the COVID-19 pandemic, mobilising
community health campaigns and distributing
relief materials, often in areas overlooked by
the government's broader response.


https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.FE.NE.ZS?end=2024&locations=NG&start=1990&view=chart
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.ZS?end=2024&locations=NG&start=1990&view=chart
https://www.iawj.org/content.aspx?page_id=2507&club_id=882224&item_id=4986

Pathways to Empowerment

Legal Reforms

Nigeria must domesticate CEDAW and the Maputo Protocol, and
enact federal and state-level laws that mandate gender equality in
access to education, healthcare, land ownership, and justice. The
35% affirmative action quota should be codified into electoral law
and properly enforced through constitutional amendments.

Political Representation

Mandatory gender quotas should be introduced for all elective and
appointive positions, drawing inspiration from Rwanda’s 30%
constitutional quota or Senegal's 50% party-list parity law.
Furthermore, the cost of running for office should be significantly
reduced, and zero-tolerance policies on gender-based political
violence must be strictly enforced.

Education and Skills Development

Conditional cash transfers should be introduced for parents who
keep their daughters in school, alongside the provision of free
sanitary hygiene products. Sexual and reproductive health education
should be integrated into the national curriculum, and structured
support for pregnant teenagers and young mothers should be
institutionalised to ensure their return to education.

Targeted Investment in Girls' Education

Existing programmes, such as the World Bank's Adolescent Girls
Initiative for Learning and Empowerment (AGILE), which provides
safe learning environments and hygiene support, should be
significantly scaled up. Furthermore, gender-sensitive teacher
training must be integrated, safe school charters implemented, and
laws against early marriage strictly enforced.

Economic Inclusion

Programmes such as the Bank of Industry’'s Women Empowerment
Fund (BOI Women in Business) should be expanded. This will ensure
that women in the informal sector can access loans, receive financial
literacy training, and benefit from formalisation through business
registration, tax exemptions, and cooperative credit schemes.

Cultural Shift

Traditional rulers and religious clerics should be engaged through
targeted advocacy and national media campaigns that promote
positive masculinity and shared leadership. Localised community
dialogues can also help dismantle entrenched patriarchal norms.

Domesticate International Treaties

CEDAW and the Maputo Protocol should be enacted into Nigerian
law to ensure their enforceability. Furthermore, members of the
judiciary and policymakers should be trained on their application
and the implications for national gender legislation.

International Comparison

Rwanda offers one of the most compelling examples of
what deliberate legal and policy reforms can achieve in
advancing women’s empowerment. Following the 1994
genocide, the East African country rebuilt its institutions
with gender inclusion at its core. The country
implemented a constitutional gender quota system,
requiring at least 30% of parliamentary seats be held by
women. As a result, Rwanda now boasts the highest
percentage of female parliamentarians in the world.
According to the |Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU),
women currently occupy 61.3% of seats in the lower
house and 38.5% in the upper house.

However, Rwanda'’s progress is not limited to politics.
Through mechanisms such as the Gender Monitoring
Office, which oversees the implementation of gender-
responsive policies and budgeting across government
sectors, women have gained increased access to
economic and educational opportunities.

In the business sector, Rwanda has taken deliberate
steps to support female entrepreneurs. The Rwanda
Development Board reports that over 36% of
businesses are owned by women, many of whom
benefit from government-backed training and financial
inclusion programmes. These efforts are matched by
improvements in education and healthcare. Female
literacy in Rwanda rose from 57% in 2005 to 71% in
2020, while the maternal mortality rate for 2022 was
234 per 100,000 live births, a 7.87% decline from 2021.

This demonstrates that, with strong institutional
frameworks and political will, gender equality can drive
real transformation across multiple sectors.

Closer to home, Senegal offers a compelling model that
Nigeria could realistically adapt to suit its federal
structure.


https://www.sdg16.plus/policies/rwandas-30-percent-gender-quota-led-to-the-worlds-largest-share-of-women-in-government/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/267028/women-in-selected-national-parliaments/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/267028/women-in-selected-national-parliaments/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/267028/women-in-selected-national-parliaments/
https://www.gmo.gov.rw/
https://www.gmo.gov.rw/
http://www.rdb.rw/women-in-business/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rwanda?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rwanda?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4558640/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://download.macrotrends.net/global-metrics/countries/rwa/rwanda/maternal-mortality-rate
https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/project-detail/P170664
https://www.boi.ng/boi-launches-women-entrepreneurship-fund/
https://www.boi.ng/boi-launches-women-entrepreneurship-fund/

In 2010, Senegal, a West African country, passed a Gender Parity Law
that mandates all political party candidate lists for elections to
contain an equal number of men and women. As a result, women
now make up over 43% of Senegal's National Assembly, a significant
leap compared to Nigeria's 4.7% representation. This law applies not
only at the national level, but also across local and regional
governments, ensuring more inclusive governance throughout the
system. It is supported by civic education campaigns aimed at
increasing public awareness and promoting cultural acceptance of
female leadership.

What makes Senegal’'s model particularly useful for Nigeria is its legal
and institutional simplicity. It does not require constitutional
amendments; rather, the parity requirement is embedded in the
country’s electoral law, making enforcement straightforward. For
Nigeria, a similar approach could be adopted by amending the
Electoral Act to mandate gender parity in candidate nominations at
all levels. The Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC)
would then be empowered to reject any party list that does not
comply, and this should be complemented by national sensitisation
campaigns, led by the National Orientation Agency, to shift public
perceptions around women'’s political participation.

The experiences of Rwanda and Senegal demonstrate that, with the
right mix of legal reform and public education, meaningful gender
inclusion can be achieved—even in societies with strong patriarchal
traditions. By adopting similar models, Nigeria can take practical,
homegrown steps toward bridging its gender gap not only in politics,
but also across education, healthcare, and the economy.

The figures above illustrate the percentage of women in the
upper and lower chambers of African parliaments. Nigeria
records the lowest level of female representation across the
continent.

Conclusion

Nigeria's current trajectory leaves half of its
population behind, thereby limiting the nation’s
democracy, economy, and human development
potential. The underrepresentation of women is
not merely a gender issue; it is a governance
challenge, an educational crisis, and a public health
emergency.

To build a future in which Nigeria truly thrives,
women must be present at the decision-making
table—not as tokens, but as leaders. Gender
equality must move from policy papers to
parliamentary acts, from political slogans to legal
mandates, and from campaign promises to
concrete, measurable reforms.
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https://www.loc.gov/item/global-legal-monitor/2010-06-07/senegal-adoption-of-gender-parity-law?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Percentage-of-Women-in-Unicameral-or-Lower-Chambers-of-African-Parliament.pdf

02 Issues in the News:

Top four stories on our thematic areas in Nigeria

Babachir Lawal Alleges Coastal
Highway Fraud

Former  Secretary to the
Government of the Federation,
Babachir Lawal, has described
the multi-trillion-naira  Lagos-
Calabar Coastal Highway project
as a corrupt “scam,” alleging
grossly inflated costs, absence of
competitive bidding, conflicts of

interest  involving  politically
connected contractors,
questionable environmental
assessments, and land

acquisitions that, in his view,
conceal profiteering under the
guise of infrastructural
development.

For more:
https://www.channelstv.com/2025/07/1

1/lagos-calabar-coastal-highway-is-
just-a-scam-babachir-lawal-alleges/

FCT Pupils Lament Lost Term
After Strike

Public primary schools in the
Federal Capital Territory have
reopened following a three-month
strike by teachers over unpaid
salary arrears and the non-
implementation of the new
minimum wage. However, pupils
remain anxious about making up
for the lost term, with one student
observing that their peers in
private schools are already sitting
examinations, while many
teachers are yet to fully resume
teaching activities.

Parents and education experts are
calling for urgent interventions,
including diagnostic assessments,
compressed lesson plans,
weekend classes, and additional
support measures to help pupils
bridge the widening learning gap.
For more: https://punchng.com/fct-
pupils-lament-lost-term-as-schools-
reopen-after-strike/

Emergency Measles Campaign
Begins in Zamfara

Médecins Sans Frontieres, in
partnership with the Zamfara State
Ministry of Health, has launched a
six-day emergency measles
vaccination campaign in  Zurmi
Local Government Area following a
severe outbreak that has claimed
the lives of 24 young children and
infected over 1,600 since May.

The campaign targets children
aged six months to five years and
also includes nutritional screening
to identify and treat malnourished
and vulnerable children—all part
of efforts to contain the outbreak
before it escalates further.

For more:
https://punchng.com/msf-unveils-
emergency-measles-vaccinations-in-
zamfara-as-cases-surge/



https://www.channelstv.com/2025/07/11/lagos-calabar-coastal-highway-is-just-a-scam-babachir-lawal-alleges/
https://www.channelstv.com/2025/07/11/lagos-calabar-coastal-highway-is-just-a-scam-babachir-lawal-alleges/
https://www.channelstv.com/2025/07/11/lagos-calabar-coastal-highway-is-just-a-scam-babachir-lawal-alleges/
https://www.channelstv.com/2025/07/11/lagos-calabar-coastal-highway-is-just-a-scam-babachir-lawal-alleges/
https://www.channelstv.com/2025/07/11/lagos-calabar-coastal-highway-is-just-a-scam-babachir-lawal-alleges/
https://punchng.com/fct-pupils-lament-lost-term-as-schools-reopen-after-strike/
https://punchng.com/fct-pupils-lament-lost-term-as-schools-reopen-after-strike/
https://punchng.com/fct-pupils-lament-lost-term-as-schools-reopen-after-strike/
https://punchng.com/msf-unveils-emergency-measles-vaccinations-in-zamfara-as-cases-surge/
https://punchng.com/msf-unveils-emergency-measles-vaccinations-in-zamfara-as-cases-surge/
https://punchng.com/msf-unveils-emergency-measles-vaccinations-in-zamfara-as-cases-surge/
https://punchng.com/msf-unveils-emergency-measles-vaccinations-in-zamfara-as-cases-surge/

Corruption Undermines
Development — Justice Minister

The Minister of Justice and
Attorney General of the
Federation, Lateef Fagbemi, SAN,
has described corruption as a
direct affront to human dignity,
warning that it poses devastating
consequences for individuals,
communities, and the nation's
development.

Speaking through the Solicitor-
General of the Federation,
Beatrice Jedy-Agba, at a seminar
in Abuja to mark African Anti-
Corruption Day 2025, Fagbemi
noted that corruption continues
to undermine public trust,
weaken institutions, and obstruct
equitable access to justice.

He called for enhanced inter-
agency collaboration and stronger
citizen engagement to curb the
menace, stating that the fight
against corruption must be
collective and sustained. The
minister further urged Nigerians
to hold public officials
accountable and participate
actively in governance to foster
transparency and uphold the rule
of law.
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Biya’s Silence on 2025
Presidential Bid Fuels
Uncertainty in Cameroon

With just three months to go
before Cameroon’s presidential
election, political uncertainty looms
in the Central African nation as the
country awaits clarity on whether
92-year-old President Paul Biya—
Africa’s second-longest-serving
head of state—will seek another
term in office.

President Biya, who has held
power since 1982, is currently the
world's oldest serving head of
state. Yet, as the October polls
approach, he has remained silent
on whether he intends to stand for
re-election. His prolonged
ambiguity has led to visible
fractures within the ruling
establishment, with ministers and
senior party figures openly
debating the question of
succession.

In recent weeks, key allies have
broken ranks. Tourism Minister
Bello Bouba Maigari, 78, entered
the presidential race under the
banner of the National Union for
Democracy and Progress (NUDP),
following in the footsteps of
former Information Minister and
government spokesperson Issa
Tchiroma Bakary, who resigned
from the government on June 25
and announced his own
candidacy.

Regional Updates

Top stories from Benin, Cameroon, Chad, and Niger (BCCN)

Both men hail from Cameroon'’s politically
significant northern region—a detail
analysts suggest may signal a coordinated
challenge to Biya's long-standing southern
dominance.

Amid the ruling Cameroon People’s
Democratic Movement (CPDM)'s continued
failure to announce its official candidate,
Biya's silence is fuelling speculation,
encouraging factional manoeuvring, and
heightening unease within the country’s
political circles.

Should Biya decide to run again, it would
extend his rule beyond 43 years.

Source: Reuters

Chadian Court Acquits, Releases

16 Journalists

A special chamber of the N'Djamena court
on Tuesday, July 8, acquitted journalist
Monodji Mbaidiguim Olivier, Editor-in-Chief
of Le Pays newspaper and Radio France
Internationale’s (RFI) correspondent in
Chad, along with 15 fellow journalists,
ordering their release after several months
in detention.

Monodji Mbaidiguim, who had been held
since March 5 at N'Djamena prison
alongside Mahamat Saleh Hisseine and
Ndilyam Alladoum, faced charges of
“colluding with agents of a foreign power
and engaging in intelligence activities
detrimental to Chad's military, diplomatic,
or economic interests.”

The charges carried a potential prison
sentence of one to five years.

Despite a rejected bail application on July 2,
and a two-year custodial sentence sought
by the deputy prosecutor, the special
chamber ultimately ruled in favour of the
journalists, ending a months-long detention
that had drawn widespread international
concern.

Source: APA News


https://www.vanguardngr.com/2025/07/corruption-direct-affront-to-human-dignity-justice-minister/amp/
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2025/07/corruption-direct-affront-to-human-dignity-justice-minister/amp/
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2025/07/corruption-direct-affront-to-human-dignity-justice-minister/amp/
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