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Women’s Parliamentary Caucuses
Virtual Discussion on AGORA and iKNOW Politics 

Going beyond numbers
By the end of 2010 women held 19.1% of all parliamentary seats worldwide, an all-time high that confirms the pattern of slow progress over the past 15 years from a world average of 13.1% in 2000. The number of chambers that have reached the UN target of 30% now stands at 43, a slight drop from 2009. Sixty-two chambers remain below the 10% mark, and 10 chambers have no women at all.

More and more countries make efforts to increase the share of women that are elected into office. Currently 101 countries
 have installed constitutional, electoral or political party quotas. With a average representation of 20,5%  in countries with quota, it is clear that gender quota have produced a higher representation of women. Despite the fact that in many countries the percentage of female legislators in parliament has reached its highest level in history, many parties, particularly women’s rights activists, have not yet seen any significant changes in terms of gender equality and female empowerment.  Although almost everybody agrees that numbers count (30% representation is generally seen as a minimum for women to weigh upon political decisions), it seems clear that securing gender equality in political participation goes beyond increasing the numbers of women in politics. 

The creation of women’s caucuses

Although the existence of Women’s Parliamentary Caucuses is not new
, the last decade has seen a considerable rise in their number. Women’s caucuses have been created in the hope that they will enhance women’s impact on political decisions. It is generally believed that the building of cross-party caucuses can work to provide the peer support necessary to promote a gender equality legislative and policy agenda. In some countries, women’s caucuses have proved to be effective in ensuring that women’s issues become entrenched across all avenues of the Assembly’s work. 

In Nepal, The Constituent Assembly Women’s Caucus has been actively working to ensure that inclusion, equal representation and sovereignty underpin the constitutional debate. In Pakistan, since UNDP supported the creation of a Women’s Parliamentary Caucus in 2006, 93 women parliamentarians from five mainstream political parties  have been working together to advocate for gender-sensitive legislation and to amend discriminatory laws and practices. In Timor-Leste, The Grupo das Mulheres Parlamentares de Timor-Leste (GMPTL) was formed to organize women to defend their rights in a way that future parliamentarians can learn from. In Mauritius, the Women’s Parliamentary Caucus was established at the National Assembly of Mauritius, in July 2007, with the purpose of facilitating “peer cooperation” and support between elected women across party lines, to accelerate the increase of the number of women parliamentarians. (…)

 
While the number of parliaments with a women’s caucus is growing fast, there are also researchers and politicians who doubt the effectiveness of women’s caucuses to influence political decision-making. 
Are there other structures that are more important to focus on to increase women’s effective participation?   Could it not be that the attitudes of political parties towards issues of gender equality are still the most important determinants of women’s political effectiveness, as concluded in a 2006 research piece on “Women Parliamentarians Perceptions of Political Influence in the South African Parliament”
, and would it therefore not be more effective to work on attitudes within political parties?

In light of this, the following questions will frame this discussion and steer the debate on Women’s Caucuses: 

· Are women caucuses effective? Have they made an impact on decision-making? Are there best practices that can be shared and learned from? Are there alternatives to working with women caucuses?

· Framing this debate in the wider development context, are there indications that women caucuses have had a tangible impact on national development in their respective countries?  Have women caucuses contributed to development-sensitive legislation, or positively influenced development indicators?  In short, have national development strategies benefited from the presence of these groups?
� http://www.ipu.org/pdf/publications/wmnpersp10-e.pdf


� For complete list, http://www.quotaproject.org/country.cfm


� In the USA, already in 1977, fifteen Congresswomen held the first meeting of the Congresswomen's Caucus in a small room in the Capitol, known then as the Congresswomen's Reading Room. In the months that followed, the Congresswomen met to discuss Social Security and private pension reform, as well as the importance of childcare and job training to moving women off welfare. 





� “Women Parliamentarians Perceptions of Political Influence in the South African Parliament?”,  Sara Angevine , January 9, 2006, http://etd.uwc.ac.za/usrfiles/modules/etd/docs/etd_gen8Srv25Nme4_3089_1181887486.pdf








