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Realizing Democratic Rights at the Grassroots - 
Experiences from Africa and Asia

In front of  your eyes you have a publication of  the Finnish NGO Foundation for Human Rights KIOS 10th Anniversary 
seminar: Realizing democratic rights at the grassroots – Experiences from Africa and Asia. The presentations addressed in 
the seminar are combined to this publication. 

The subjects discussed in the seminar were the history of  democratic rights in Finland, democratic rights of  women, role 
of  youth in changing democratic processes, and electoral processes and grassroots participation. Even thought the presen-
tations are available by this publications, the lively discussions and sharing of  thoughts are missing. 

Realization of  the democratic rights faces similar problems everywhere in the world and NGO’s have a special role in solv-
ing these problems. Democratic rights has been one of  the focus themes of  KIOS right from the beginning.

On behalf  of  the KIOS Executive Board I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to the guest speakers and the audi-
ence.

Mr. Esa Ylikoski
The Chairperson of  KIOS Executive Board

 Foreword
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SESSION 1: DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS IN GLOBAL CONTEXT - 
Experiences from North and South
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Welcoming Remarks: 
10 Years of KIOS Promoting Human Rights

Ms. Elisa Mikkola, Executive Director 
The Finnish NGO Foundation for Human Rights KIOS

Ladies and gentlemen,

On the behalf  of  KIOS I have the honour to welcome 
all of  you to KIOS 10th Anniversary seminar: Realizing 
democratic rights at the grassroots – Experiences from 
Africa and Asia.

Last year KIOS organised a seminar on Human Rights 
Based Approach to development. The seminar was suc-
cessful, however, the participants were hoping for some-
thing more. In many of  the feedback forms there was a 
suggestion to have people from developing countries to 
speak out on human rights situations in their countries. 

Today I have the pleasure to warmly welcome our facilita-
tors from Uganda, Kenia, Namibia, Nepal and Thailand. 
They all have travelled a long way to be able to share their 
experiences and knowledge with us. I hope we all will get 
new ideas and the seminar will be successful in serving as 
a forum for mutual learning. 

KIOS was founded in September 1998 by eleven Finnish 
NGOs working with human rights and development is-
sues. The primus motor behind the creation of  KIOS was 
the former Minister for Development Cooperation, Mr. 
Pekka Haavisto. He started discussions with the Finnish 
human rights organisations and between the Ministry and 
the organisations in order to create direct funding mecha-

nism for supporting human rights movement in the devel-
oping countries. The discussions culminated in the birth 
of  KIOS three months before the 50th anniversary of  the 
Universal Declaration of  Human Rights in 1998. 

KIOS has two sister foundations: Abilis Foundation, 
which supports human right projects for people with dis-
abilities and Siemenpuu Foundation, which supports envi-
ronmental projects in developing countries.

Year 2008 is the 60th anniversary of  the Universal Dec-
laration of  Human Rights and the 10th anniversary of  
KIOS, Abilis and Siemenpuu. 
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KIOS provides • nancial support to local civil society or-
ganisations that work for the promotion and protection of  
human rights in developing countries. This is the main task 
of  KIOS. In Finland KIOS aims to increase the knowl-
edge of  Finnish civil society on the human rights situation 
in developing countries by informing the public about the 
projects funded by KIOS.

Geographically KIOS focuses its support primarily to 
Eastern Africa and South Asia. KIOS has three themat-
ic focuses: democratic rights, gender equality and right to 
education. 

Today we are talking about democratic rights in global con-
text and democratic rights and women. Tomorrow we are 
moving to the role of  youth and to the elections. I’m sure 
we are going to have vivid and interesting discussions. 

I would like to introduce our staff: Kristiina Vainio, Sari 
Naskinen, Ylva Sjöblom, Sanna Juntunen and Kaisu-Lee-
na Rajala. They are all willing to help you and to answer 
any questions about KIOS and our partners.

The chairperson of  today’s morning session is Tuija Hal-
mari, member of  KIOS Board and executive director 
of  Finnish Disabled People’s International Association, 
FIDIDA. 

You are most welcome to KIOS seminar.
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From Universal Suffrage to First Female President: Key 
Moments and Lessons to Be Learned from History of 
Democratic Rights of Women in Finland 

Ms. Pirkko Mäkinen, 
Ombudsman for Equality

I am very pleased to attend this conference. In my presen-
tation I concentrate on the important steps on the road 
towards de facto equality and on the other hand challeng-
es we still have here in Finland. I’ll illustrate in more con-
crete way gender quotas and equality planning as a con-
crete ways to improve gender equality in decision making 
and in working life. 

Finland is one of  the • ve Nordic countries which often 
are seen as a model to gender equality achievements. We in 
Finland are very proud to be the • rst country in the world 
guaranteeing all citizens full political rights as early as 1907. 
This meant that both women and men could be candi-
date and to vote in parliamentary elections. In • rst election 
when Finland was still an autonomous part of  Russia we 
had in our Parliament 10 % representation of  women. 

According to Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) statistics 
the number of  women in politics is biggest in Nordic 
countries, namely 41,4 %. The lowest number is in Arab 
countries and in general the number is world wide 18 %. 
It is typical that many developing countries have succeed-
ed to introduce special legislation in order to improve the 
situation. There are good examples of  gender quotas or 
other methods which have proven to be effective. So the 
results show now that Rwanda and some Latin American 
countries are among the best ten in statistics. 

A hundred years ago Grand Duchy of  Finland was nearly 
empty, it had only 2,7 million inhabitants. The average life 
expectancy was 43 years and infant mortality was a severe 
problem. In rural areas it was typical that husband and 
wife together worked in a small and poor farm. We had 
never slavery.

In past history we have been very lucky in that respect that 
under Swedish ruling Finland was developing as an east-
ern part of  Sweden for more than 600 years. During that 
time rule of  law based on Swedish tradition and religion 
played an important role. Own language, currency and le-
gal system were important. Lutheran religion played an im-
portant role because it emphasized the importance that in-
dividuals could study themselves the Bible. In order to get 
married one had to be able to read and write. 

After that Finland became a western part of  Russia. For-
tunately Finland succeeded to get autonomous status and 
own national parliament together with very modern con-
stitution. During Russian era important steps towards gen-
der equality were taken. Most important was introduce el-
ementary schools for girls and boys in 1865. In a small 
and poor country it was very important to invest in future. 
Good education is important in that respect. 

Independence in 1917 was remarkable step. The same 
year women got political rights at local level elections. In 
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1926 public state posts were opened for women. Earlier 
on women had to seek for special permit to serve in pub-
lic post. In the same year we got our • rst female minister 
Miina Sillanpää in the government.

Later on concerning gender equality important steps were 
taken in 1929 when a new Marriage Act was introduced. 
The act guaranteed that husband and wife had the same 
rights to children and property. Wives were no longer un-
der guardianship of  their husbands.

The Second World War had dramatic impact to our soci-
ety. Men were in the war front and women took over the 
civil society. During hard war years women worked outside 
home. Later on women stayed in labour market. 

Finland being one of  the Nordic countries started to de-
velop the welfare model. The individual taxation and pen-
sion system was adopted and at the same time important 
public services were developed. These were hot school 
meals to children, day care services which gradually were 
improved to be subjective rights in 1990. Maternity allow-
ances and maternity leaves were introduced in 1940’s.

Finland was the last among Nordic countries to introduce 
gender equality act. The inspiration to the act was the UN 
Convention on the Elimination of  All Forms of  Discrimi-
nation against Women. That is the reason why the Equality 
Act is implemented widely in all areas of  society. The most 
effective prohibitions in the act concerns working life and 
discrimination is strictly forbidden. But from the very • rst 
beginning the act had also a section on positive action. It 
was possible to promote gender equality in working life 
and in administration and education.

Still the • rst concrete steps to use positive action were tak-
en in the year 1995. The Parliament then approved quotas 
in equality act. This had a huge effect to all public sector 
decision making bodies especially in municipalities. Equal-
ity Act quotas were implemented in municipal boards and 
boards of  management, working groups and other prepa-
ratory and decision making bodies. Earlier on these bod-
ies were gender segregated in respect of  their competence. 
Male dominated bodies were boards of  management, con-
struction and taxation and female dominated were social 
and cultural boards. After quotas women gained more 
power and men got stronger position in social and educa-

tional boards.

The change was not an easy one. In rural areas 
there were attempts to keep the situation un-
changed so that women were appointed to be 
members and their husbands as vice members. 
In practice men attended the meetings. This is 
not any longer the practice. In state adminis-
tration the quotas had not so dramatic effect 
although women’s participation increased there 
as well.

In 2005 law reform quota section was amend-
ed so that it now covers as well bodies dealing 
with inter-municipal cooperation. On the other 
hand the section states clearly that all organi-
zations which nominate candidates for bodies 
must propose both woman and men for every 
membership. This practical requirement makes 
it easier for authorities to use quotas because 
there are enough female and male candidates.
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Equality Plans 

Another positive action section in Equality Act is the obli-
gation to prepare a gender equality plan at work place. This 
section was included to act in the year 1995. The section is 
implemented both at private and public sector work places 
where there are more than 30 employees. There were no 
sanctions for those who failed to do the equality plan. The 
only way the equality ombudsman could interfere was to 
encourage employers to start the process and give guid-
ance. In the year 2005 the section was amended. At the 
same time Parliament added in the act a new obligation to 
promote gender equality in educational institutions.

Employers shall together with representatives of  person-
nel make annually a gender equality plan. Before starting 
this process there should be a gender equality assessment 
in the work place. Trough this assessment it is possible to 
identify problems concerning the status of  women and 
men in the work place. Assessment should include infor-
mation on recruitment procedures, current employment, 
personnel training and reconciliation of  work and family 
life. It is important to gather as well information on work 
place atmosphere and attitudes to gender equality. The act 
requires as well that there should be a survey of  women’s 
and men’s pay. This involves examination of  pay systems 
used and the way they are applied. 

Sanctions were included in the act as well. Equality om-
budsman can impose a reasonable time limit within which 
the plan must be ready. If  the employer has neglected the 
obligation the equality board can set a penalty payment.

The pay gap between women and men has been a hard 
problem to solve in Finland. It is now about 20 % but it 
varies a great deal from branch to branch. Biggest gap is 
among academics. After the obligation to tackle this prob-
lem by equality plans can be useful. There are better pos-
sibilities to gather information and • nd out the pay gap or 
differences at work place level. I personally am very opti-
mistic that new legislation can be effective.

Section includes a responsibility to review the results of  
equality plans implementation. To my mind it is important 
to see that equality plans are a tool to develop working life 
in very practical way. 

In educational institutions promoting gender equality was 
included to act in the Parliament. It has proven to be more 
dif• cult to implement than expected. Equality plans are 
functional and do not cover personnel policy issues. Stu-
dents should have representatives in the working group as 
well as the representatives of  personnel. Planning should 
be started with a gender equality assessment in the institu-
tion. The actual plan should cover issues like gender equal-
ity in student selections when organizing teaching and 
evaluating study performance and measures to ensure the 
prevention and elimination of  sexual harassment.

The obligation is very wide indeed. It covers all education-
al institutions; only primary schools are excluded. Most 
familiar with equality plans are the universities because 
they have started already in the year 1995. In upper sec-
ondary schools, vocational schools it is easier to organize 
the work than in adult education or commercial establish-
ment where the number of  students varies and the courses 
might be much shorter.

Challenges

The rosy picture of  Finnish society has dark sides as well. 
In labour market women face dif• culties to reach top po-
sitions. It is very confusing that even though women, es-
pecially younger generations, have better education than 
men still the number of  women in top position has not in-
creased during past • ve years. Even though we have very 
few women in top position in municipalities and state ad-
ministration women are gradually coming closer to top po-
sitions. The situation is darkest in private sector big com-
panies. We have only 10-12 % representation there. The 
situation is best in Finnish government where we have 
majority of  women.

Another challenge is pay gap between women and men. 
According to studies and statistic pay gap is 20 %. One 
can easily explain the pay differences by labour market 
segregation. Women dominated branches and occupations 
are not as well paid as male dominated. Last year nurses 
trade union succeeded to get a bit better pay agreement 
than others. In local level equality bonuses were used ef-
fectively in order to improve the situation in women domi-
nated sectors.
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Violence against women or domestic violence is big chal-
lenge for us. Studies show that violence is a severe prob-
lem. It came in the public discussion after the hearing of  
CEDAW committee when it dealt with Finnish govern-
ment’s initial report. We did not have those days any sta-
tistics or information about violence against women. After 
that we started to collect data and develop activities.

Approximately 25-50 women are killed yearly. The number 
of  rapes has increased partly due to the reform of  penal 
provisions on sexual crimes carried out in 1999 when rape 
was criminalised under of• cial charges and partly because 
women victims are more often willing to report these cas-
es to police.

We have started to develop cooperation between different 
authorities and NGO’s in order to identify domestic vio-
lence as early as possible. Training of  police, social work-
ers and judges is needed. We don’t have enough shelters 
for victims. 
 
Thank you for your attention. 

Master of Laws Ms. Pirkko Mäkinen was appointed 
Ombudsman for Equality in Finland in May 2007. 
She has been Ombudsman for Equality also before, 
in 1995–2002. Ms. Mäkinen has worked at the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Health since 1987. In 
2002–2006 she worked as Head of the Of• ce of the 
Parliamentary Ombudsman of Finland.
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Advancing Participation of Marginalised Groups: 
Democratic Rights in Finland’s Development Policy

Ms. Sofie From-Emmesberger, Head of Unit 
Unit for Human Rights Policy, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland

“...it is in those places where democracy is absent that we 
• nd the most compelling proof  of  the interdependence 
between democracy and human rights. And while much 
has been said about democracy’s imperfections, there re-
mains little doubt anywhere about its indispensability in 
curtailing of• cial abuse and securing human rights. Imper-
fect as the ship of  democracy may be, no other vessel has 
proven as sea-worthy in bringing us safely to the shores of  
human dignity. “ 
Mr Sergio Vieira De Mello, United Nations Of• ce of  the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 2002-2003

This quotation of  late de Mello puts in a nutshell the mes-
sage that I would like to convey to KIOS 10th Anniversary 
Seminar. Democracy and human rights is a two way street. 
They are interdependent and inseparable and are neces-
sary for the creation of  an environment in which human 
rights can be fully realised. Human rights and democracy 
forms key elements of  socially sustainable development 
that is the goal of  Finland’s development policy. In the de-
velopment policy we are guided by the human rights-based 
approach to development

This year, when we celebrate the 60th anniversary of  the 
UN Universal Declaration on Human Rights I would like 
to emphasis article 21 of  this declaration that states clear-
ly: 

(1) Everyone has the right to take part in the government 
of  his country, directly or through freely chosen represen-
tatives.

(2) Everyone has the right of  equal access to public ser-
vice in his country.

(3) The will of  the people shall be the basis of  the author-
ity of  government; this will shall be expressed in periodic 
and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal 
suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent 
free voting procedures.

Acknowledging that there is not just one right model for 
democracy, essential elements for democracy include such 
human rights and fundamental freedoms as the rights to 
freedom of  association, freedom of  expression and opin-
ion, free, independent and pluralistic media, independence 
of  the judiciary; and the right to equal access to public ser-
vice in one’s own country. 

The enjoyment of  democracy and democratic rights re-
quires thus effective implementation of  civil and politi-
cal right as it is included in the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). It is, however, increas-
ingly realised that in order to have real democracy eco-
nomic, social and cultural rights must also be implement-
ed. The enjoyment of  economic, social and cultural (ESC) 
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rights supports the enjoyment of  civil and political rights 
and vice versa. Those who doubt that there is a connec-
tion can put the following questions; are the hungry able 
to choose? Can the uneducated make an informed choice? 
Therefore, in order to enjoy democracy certain economic 
and social rights has to be promoted, such as right to food, 
right to adequate housing and the right to education. If  
these rights - as well as other ESC-rights - are neglected, 
democracy is threatened.

The right to food has been the issue to be discussed in 
many different international forums this year. For this au-
dience I do not need to point out that the right to food has 
been on the agenda for a long time already. Food security 
polices exclude too often the poor and the most vulnera-
ble groups from the decision making processes. The right 
to food includes the right to take part in the conduct of  
public affairs, the right to freedom of  expression and the 
right to seek, receive and impart information, including in 
relation to decision making about policies on realizing the 
right to adequate food.

The World Habitat Day was commemorated in October 
and the Night of  the Homeless was marked in Finland 
last week in the presence of  President Halonen. The Unit-
ed Nations Centre for Human Settlements estimates that 
throughout the world over 1 billion people live in inade-
quate housing, with in excess of  100 million people living 
in conditions classi• ed as homelessness. Under article 14 

of  the CEDAW Convention States parties are speci• cally 
required to eliminate discrimination against women in ru-
ral areas and to ensure to such women the right to enjoy 
adequate living conditions, particularly in relation to hous-
ing, sanitation, electricity and water supply. 

Democracy is also closely linked to education. Following 
• gures demonstrate the reality that we live in: One in four 
adults in the developing world – 872 million people – is il-
literate. 75% of  these are women. More than 100 million 
children remain out of  school. Two-thirds of  children de-
nied primary education are girls. Universal primary educa-
tion would cost $10 billion a year. Young people who have 
completed primary education are less than half  as likely to 
contract HIV as those missing an education. 

The right to education is a precondition for the exercise of  
all other rights. Freedom of  expression is quite an empty 
concept without the right to education and if  people can-
not read and write. As the statistics mentioned above show 
education is crucial also from a gender equality point of  
view. The issues of  availability to educational institutions 

and the accessibility to the education on an 
equal basis must continue to be addressed. 
As poverty is one of  the threats to democ-
racy, poverty is in its turn threatened inter 
alia by the lack of  education. 

In order to advance democracy and dem-
ocratic rights preventing and • ghting cor-
ruption is one of  the key points for good 
governance. The poorest of  the poor pay 
the highest price of  corruption. The use of  
existing anticorruption instruments need to 
be maximized, especially The United Na-
tions Convention against Corruption (UN-
CAC) which has strong development impli-
cations. 

It is also important to recall that democracy can also be 
threatened by such factors as inequality, discrimination, re-
pression of  minorities, exclusion of  women - i.e. 50% of  
the population. Achieving equality has been a priority in 
the Finnish foreign policy and has for long paid special at-
tention to improving the situation of  marginalised groups. 
Improving rights of  these marginalised groups such as 
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women, children, disabled, ethnic minorities and indige-
nous people is a cross cutting theme of  the Finnish devel-
opment policy. 

I will especially focus on women, one of  the priorities on 
Finland’ human rights policy. As has been con• rmed on 
numerous occasions human rights of  women form an in-
alienable, integral and indivisible part of  universal human 
rights. At the political level there is a broad consensus re-
garding the importance of  women’s human rights. This is 
inter alia demonstrated in the high number of  rati• cations 
of  the Convention on the Elimination of  all Forms of  
Discrimination Against Women. The challenge is, howev-
er, the implementation of  the Convention as well as cus-
toms and traditions which contribute to unequal struc-
tures in the society. 

In order to continue with the issue of  housing expanded 
to the question of  property rights, we know that property 
rights for women are essential for women who are - espe-
cially in the rural areas - main food producers in most de-
veloping countries. Although the national laws are based 
on equality, the challenge is usually on the customary law 
side. This is also an issue that most be addressed by us all 
continuously.

Finland’s most resent effort in the long process of  advanc-
ing women’s rights is the approval of  a National Action 
Plan (NAP) on the implementation of  United Nations Se-
curity Council (UNSC) Resolution 1325 “Women, peace, 
security”. One of  the guiding principles of  the NAP is 
that women should not only be seen as victims but as ca-
pacity, and often as driving force, for building global se-
curity. The goal is to increase the participation of  women 
in con• ict prevention, crisis management, peace building 
and reconstruction as well as to work for their empower-
ment and to continue gender mainstreaming. Furthermore 
it is important to employ more human rights and/or gen-
der advisors directly from the start of  the planning of  op-
eration into the implementation of  operations and their 
evaluation. The ultimate goal of  the NAP is inter alia to 
advance human rights of  women and girls. 

As the principles of  equality and non-discrimination are a 
priority for Finland, special attention is also paid to vari-
ous forms of  multiple discrimination preventing the en-

joyment of  democratic rights. Multiple discrimination can 
occur e.g. on grounds of  ethnic background, sex or disabil-
ity. For example, a disabled girl-child or a girl belonging to 
an ethnic minority group often faces multiple discrimina-
tion, including in access to education. Targeted measures 
are needed in order to address the special situation and the 
special needs of  groups marginalised on multiple grounds. 
It is and will be a huge challenge to operationalize the prin-
ciple of  cross cutting themes (i.e. rights of  women and the 
most vulnerable groups) in our development policy. And 
we know that this is just a part of  the measures against the 
discrimination. According to many research we need a S.C. 
twin strategy - both mainstreaming and targeted activities - 
to combat discrimination. 

How are these issues and challenges addressed in Finland’s 
development policy? A key element in the Finnish devel-
opment policy is a human rights based approach to de-
velopment. Within the context of  democratic rights this 
includes advancing participation, empowering individuals 
and strives towards equality and non-discrimination with a 
special focus on marginalized groups in society. This ap-
proach is a clear base for how to implement democratic 
rights in the Finnish development policy. 

The concept of  wider societal security is included in the 
human rights policy of  Finland as in the Finnish develop-
ment Policy and in the NAP on 1325. Development poli-
cy must strengthen security in the wide sense of  the word 
– whether we talk about societal or human security in a 
broad sense. Social stability is a precondition for develop-
ment and democracy is an integral part of  social stability. 
Particular attention should also be paid towards societies 
suffering and recovering from crises. Sustainable develop-
ment depends on stability and security, progress towards 
democratic governance based on the rule of  law, the con-
solidation of  human rights – especially the rights of  wom-
en – and support for the civil society. 

The UN millennium development goals serve as a frame-
work for the Finnish Development Policy and the de-
velopment policy program. These millennium goals also 
form part of  and support the implementation of  demo-
cratic rights. 
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However, though the model of  liberal democracy is not 
directly applicable, best practices and lessons learned from 
the Finnish democratic development should be shared in 
order to advance democratic rights in developing coun-
tries. The Finnish experience of  building and continuously 
developing the society towards a democratic one has been 
done together in a broadly- based way of  co-operation in 
the society. 

Finland has a modern constitution with substantive, politi-
cal, economic, social and cultural rights. We are a republic 
with a rich constitutional debate on parliamentary and the 
role of  the prime minister and the president. It’s quite un-
likely that some other country would like to duplicate our 
constitution, but I believe that our experience could be an 
interesting case in countries that are discussing republican 
constitutional reforms - for instance in the eastern part of  
Africa, some Latin American countries as well as in our 
long time partner country, Nepal.

The advancement of  democratic rights within the devel-
opment policy has to be based on mutual dialogue; the 
developing countries should be provided with means ac-
cording to their wishes and needs in order to achieve de-
mocracy. 

In the work for improving the situations of  the Roma - 
which has been a priority for Finland both in Finland and 
in the foreign policy - it is frequently stated that policies 
and programs has to be planned and implemented for the 
Roma with the Roma. The same applies in the develop-
ment policy on democracy; Finland should improve the 
situations in developing countries with the development 
countries themselves. 

Although the co-operation and dialogue has been growing 
during the last decade there is still room for improvement. 
It is only through active partnership and ownership of  the 
people concerned that sustainable, long-term results can 
be achieved.

Now, I would like to move on to more concrete measures 
taken within the Finnish Development policies and pro-
grams in order to implement democratic rights for mar-
ginalized groups. 

Through the development policy Finland tries among oth-
ers to enhance entrepreneurship of  marginalised groups, 
enhance co-operation and networking between various 
stakeholders and civil society in order to in• uence decision 
making concerning themselves. Further the development 
policy focuses on human rights and democracy education 
both for civil society and for law enforcement of• cers. 

The Finnish Development Policy consists of  both multi-
lateral and bilateral co-operation. Multilateral co-operation 
is done within several of  the United Nations programs 
such as the UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA and WFP. Bilateral 
co-operation agreements are in place with eight countries 
(Tanzania, Mozambique, Zambia, Ethiopia, Kenya, Viet-
nam, Nepal and Nicaragua). In addition to the multilateral 
co-operation the bilateral co-operation is a very valuable 
tool to concretely reach the people when it comes to ad-
vancing democratic rights and participation for margina-
lised groups. 

Further, in order to advance participation of  marginalised 
groups in society Finland has a third way of  supporting 
actors on grassroots level through development aid and 
this is by thematically • nancing and supporting the activi-
ties of  individual international non-governmental organi-
sations, INGOs. 

Finland attaches great importance to the role of  the civil 
society in implementing human rights and democracy in 
developing countries. The work of  NGOs is in a growing 
manner a fundamental part of  the human rights work in-
ter alia by providing expertise to the national government 
on human rights issues and therefore their actions and 
work need to be supported. To mention only two exam-
ples of  activities covered by these INGO-funds Finland 
has supported the work of  Transparency International to 
reduce corruption which is a serious threat to democracy 
and good governance. 

We have also supported IDLO (International Develop-
ment Law Organisation) that provides developing coun-
tries with the resources, tools and professional skills for 
establishing or strengthening the rule of  law and good 
governance practices. 
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A concrete example of  advancing participatory rights for 
marginalised groups in society and empowering women is 
IDLOs human rights education for female jurists in devel-
oping countries.

In order to show the grassroots level of  Finnish develop-
ment policy it is worth mentioned that since 2000 Finnish 
embassies placed in developing countries have been able 
to grant small scale • nancial support local NGOs working 
for human rights and democracy. 

I would also like to mention the successful co-operation 
Finland has elaborated with IDEA, the International Insti-
tute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance. Since 2002 
Finland has supported IDEA in creating a partnership 
with the Centre for Democratic Governance in Burkina 
Faso. Together with IDEA several projects, among other 
research projects on how to strengthen the political parties 
in Western Africa and arrangements of  workshops have 
been planned and implemented during the years. 

In 2005 a regional conference bringing together political 
parties and researchers was held in Ouagadougou and dur-
ing the same year the project on strengthening the political 
parties was extended to include Niger, Benin, Gambia and 
Cape Verde. In a separate intervention you will hear about 
the work of  DEMO.

Supporting Human Rights defenders is a priority. Finland 
has supported the local human rights defenders and or-
ganisations in developing countries especially by s.c. local 
small grants and they are administrated by Finland’s em-
bassies in those countries. Finland has supported human 
right defenders and especially women’s human rights de-
fenders also within the EU and the Council of  Europe. 

If  one wants to critically scrutinize the success of  Finland´s 
support to INGOs - or more comprehensively the good 
practices of  the Finnish development aid working towards 
the advancement of  marginalised groups one can say that 
it has been successful when it comes to women, children 
and human rights defenders. 

However, in the future Finland should increasingly pay at-
tention also to disabled people, ethnic minorities and in-
digenous people and supporting INGOs who work for 

their participatory rights. Here again I come back to the 
phenomena of  multiple discrimination and would like to 
emphasise that greater attention should be paid to this 
form of  discrimination in advancing democratic rights. 

Also other forms of  best practices sharing, networking 
and supporting should be enhanced alongside the • nan-
cial funding. 

To conclude with, the issues that I have raised in my speech 
will be dealt with in detail in the Government’s Report to 
the Parliament on Finland’s human rights policy. The aim 
is that the report will be ready in spring next year. The re-
port has two functions; • rst it draws up the lines and sets 
out principles and objectives for the Finnish human rights 
policy. 

Secondly it examines to what extent the results set out in 
the previous report on human rights policy given to the 
parliament in 2004 have been achieved. 

During the compilation of  this report several hearings 
with experts, representatives from various institutions, 
ombudsmen and non-governmental organisations have 
taken place and will continue to do so during the winter. 

This week for example we will have a hearing with the 
Finnish development policy committee in order to get their 
comments and inputs on the chapter on human rights in 
the Finnish development policy. 

To sum up, our work for democracy and for the advance-
ment of  civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights 
for all; men and women as well as marginalised groups will 
continue. 

A quotation from Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon’s mes-
sage on the • rst International Day of  Rural Women on 15 
October will guide us in our efforts: 

“ Our mission is to foster a world where the woman who 
farms is also a woman with educational opportunities, po-
litical access, and a voice at the negotiating table... We know 
that when we empower rural women, we enhance the well-
being of  their children, their families, their communities 
and, ultimately, their countries. At the same time, we must 
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recognize that improvements in roads, health care, water 
and sanitation systems and environmental protection will 
elevate not only women but society as a whole.” 

Ms. So• e From-Emmesberger is the Head of Unit of 
the Unit for Human Rights Policy at the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs of Finland.
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SESSION 2: LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS FOR DEMOCRATIC 
RIGHTS OF WOMEN

Chaired by: Ms. Eekku Aromaa, Member of KIOS Execut ive Board
Committee of 100 in Finland 



KIOS24



Realizing Democratic Rights at the Grassroots 25

Creating a Gender Sensitive Constitution and Puttin g 
It into Practice: Women’s Participation in Democrat ic 
Process in Uganda

Ms. Peace T. Kyamureku, Secretary General
National Association of Women Organisations in Ugan da NAWOU

Uganda is a country bounded to the north by Sudan, to 
the east by Kenya, to the south by Tanzania and Rwan-
da, and to the west by the Democratic Republic of  the 
Congo. It is in East Africa and lies across the Equator. 
Uganda is well known as the Pearl of  Africa, a de• nition 
given by one of  the colonial of• cials. In 2007, Uganda 
hosted the Commonwealth Heads of  Government Meet-
ing (CHOGM) and the common slogan used was Uganda 
Gifted by Nature. 

Uganda got independence on 9th October 1962, has 
a population of  28.2 million people (2007 estimate), of  
whom 51% are women. It is a country that comprised of  

four regions at the time of  independence but currently is 
divided into 81 districts.

Background to Constitutionalism in Uganda

Uganda Constitution of  1995 was preceded by the Lan-
caster House Constitution that granted Uganda indepen-
dence. It was made in London and was discussed by few 
Ugandans and no woman was involved. It was not long af-
ter the 1962 independence in 1966, the Kabaka Crisis (the 
con! ict between Buganda and its king and the Prime Min-
ister of  the Central government, Dr Milton Obote) which 
led to the abolition of  kingdoms, and the 1967 “Pigeon” 

hole Constitution that members of  parliament 
found in their letter boxes. 

The political history is so eventful that the 
1960’s are referred to as the golden years, al-
though Uganda enjoyed very short lived dem-
ocratic post-independence rule, 1962 –1664. 
1970’s were years of  turmoil. The 1971-1979 
Idi Amin military dictatorship and the econom-
ic war, a period where most institutions broke 
down and basic necessities were scarce. In 1979, 
a war against Idi Amin was successful partly be-
cause of  assistance from a neighbouring coun-
try Tanzania. The interim governments orga-
nized elections in 1980 under multi-party sys-
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tem but results were contested and it led to the bush/gue-
rilla warfare. The second Obote regime was overthrown in 
a coup d’etat. Uganda is an example of  what was happen-
ing in many other countries in Africa as put by Mazrui:

“Africa is certainly in crisis. Governments are unstable, 
economies are under strain, infrastructures are decaying. 
Why? The emergencies may all be a consequence of  ‘dis-
modernisation’ – a reversal of  the ‘westernisation’ pro-
cesses initiated by the colonial experience.”  

The National Resistance Army [NRA] and the National 
Resistance Movement [NRM] in 1986 brought social, eco-
nomic and political changes in the country. What is rel-
evant for this paper is the fact that the NRM recognized 
and appreciated the role of  women during the liberation 
struggle, and afterwards. The political environment had to 
change and become more democratic. This could not have 
been possible without a supportive Constitution. So from 
1993 till 1995 there was a move to make a Constitution 
where every adults’ views were welcomed, debated and in-
cluded in the constitution of  1995. 

Participation of Women in the Constitution 
Making Process

The 1995 Constitution was a result of  a number of  fac-
tors both at the national and the international levels. The 
Fourth World Women’s Conference in Beijing stimulated 
activities in Africa and Uganda in particular. 

There were meetings and conferences that discussed polit-
ical issues, where matters of  rights and constitutional enti-
tlements were raised. The thirteen critical areas of  concern 
to women on the Beijing Platform for Action were good 
lessons for Ugandans and they used the experience in the 
process of  constitution making. Uganda was looked at as 
an example to many African countries on issues of  women 
empowerment and having a gender sensitive constitution.

There was a Constituent Assembly of  286 delegates. Of  
these, ! fty-one were women. That time there were thir-
ty-nine districts and so thirty-nine women were District 
Representatives on Af! rmative Action, nine were elected 
on open seats where they contested for general constitu-
ency seats with men, two were Presidential nominees and 

one was from the National Organisation of  Trade Unions 
[NOTU].

For most of  these women, it was the ! rst time to partici-
pate in any elective exercise either as voters or contesters 
for seats. Many were persuaded and requested to take up 
the opportunity to represent their districts in the Constitu-
ent Assembly. Many were school teachers, retired civil ser-
vants or wives of  politicians. They all contested on indi-
vidual merit. For instance, Professor Victoria Mwaka was 
a lecturer at Makerere University and was made the Dep-
uty Speaker of  the Constituent Assembly. It was a chal-
lenge for the women and men who made the Constitution 
as ! rst timers. 

The Role of Women  Organizations in the 
Constitution Making Process

In order to get as many people’s views into the Constitu-
tion as possible, there were consultations in all districts 
and efforts to reach women for their input. The Ministry 
in charge of  women invited women organizations to take 
part in the exercise. It is through organizations that wom-
en can easily be mobilized and so they were involved as 
groups and as individuals, both at local and national lev-
els.

There was special effort taken to get views on issues that 
affect Minorities or marginalized groups like women, chil-
dren, youth, people with disabilities, persons in the armed 
forces. It was important to consult such groups and hear 
from them at any available opportunity. In early 1994 at 
a consultative meeting in Kampala organized by Nation-
al Association of  Women Organisations in Uganda (NA-
WOU), with support of  a Germany organization Friedrich 
Ebert Stiftung (FES), requested for a Lobby Desk to fa-
cilitate the work of  the women delegates in the Constitu-
ent Assembly (CA). It was established at the Secretariat of  
NAWOU. 

In August 1994, the Lobby Desk was upgraded and moved 
into a more central place in the vicinity of  the CA at the 
International Conference Centre where it was named the 
CA Gender Information Centre. It was run by NAWOU 
with support of  other national women organizations like 
Federation of  Women Lawyers (FIDA), Uganda Me-



Realizing Democratic Rights at the Grassroots 27

dia Women Association (UMWA), Young Women Chris-
tian Association (YWCA), Action For Development (AC-
FODE) and others.

The Gender Information Centre’s (GIC) overall objective 
was to give support to delegates debating constitutional 
provisions that support women. Its roles were varied in or-
der to have an impact. There were the following activities:

- Gender Dialogues was a gathering of  CA delegates with 
women and men members of  public. The Dialogues were 
a tool for lobbying, building consensus and creating a con-
ducive environment for exchanging views on the Consti-
tution.

- Radio Programs – were organized on a number of  radi-
os using local languages to inform and educate the general 
public on issues being discussed in CA. 

- Lea• ets / Brochures were produced periodically on dif-
ferent themes on the issues being debated in the CA as 
lobby tools for information and education. They were dis-
tributed in and outside CA, nation wide and abroad.

- Monitoring Debates –A Researcher was recruited to take 
note of  the issues of  concern to women from the CA 
• oor. It was from such issues that Dialogues could be or-
ganized.

- Legal Consultancy – services were offered to women 
delegates, for instance in drafting amendments, carrying 
out research and providing information on request to in-
dividuals.

The Centre provided a meeting facility for small groups to 
meet with members of  their constituencies and visitors.

The GIC was very useful in delivering results from the CA. 
The Dialogues attracted gender sensitive men and women 
who in• uenced male support within the CA, created cohe-
sion among women delegates irrespective of  religion, re-
gion or tribe. The Women’s Caucus was one of  the most 
organized and strong in CA. Through the Centre, margin-
alized groups were united and worked closely together, 
supporting each other, that is, women, the youth, workers, 
and people with disabilities. 

The unity of  these groups enabled them to handle nega-
tive aspects that were meant to demean them, negative /
sexist or discriminatory language against them. There was 
negative reporting and ridiculing the inexperienced dele-
gates, so, the Centre imparted skills, built con• dence and 
self-esteem. 

Results of the Participation of Women in the 
Constitution Making Process

The participation of  women in the Constitution making 
process brought them into the limelight and they were now 
recognized as citizens. Their contribution resulted into a 
gender sensitive constitution that gives women a Right to 
participate in governance of  Uganda. Article 33 (4) Rights 
of  Women states that Women shall have the right to equal 
treatment with men and that right shall include equal op-
portunities in political economic and social activities.

This clause though not fully realized, was/is a landmark in 
the history of  Ugandans. It showed that women wheth-
er educated, illiterate, married or single, in rural or urban 
areas were recognized in the country. As women partici-
pated in the process, issues of  who they were came up. 
To get voted into a position, one had to have some roots 
somewhere, either in a place where one is born or having 
made a commendable contribution economically among 
the people where she is married. Thus many women claim 
they are grass root women in order to identify with their 
constituencies. There were short term results and so gov-
ernments and civil society have to work together to achieve 
the long term bene• ts.

Impact of the Constitution on Women of 
Uganda

There was an increase in numbers of  women in decision-
making positions. It was because of  af• rmative action that 
Uganda got the • rst woman Vice President in Africa. Hon-
ourable Dr Specioza Wandira Kazibwe was a torch-bearer 
for women in politics, although this was not to be for long. 
There is a third representation women in parliament, and 
in the District Councils. A number of  African countries 
followed suit to include women in political leadership and 
some like Rwanda are currently ranked higher than Ugan-
da in implementation of  gender sensitive constitutions.
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However, there is a debate on the quality of  women in 
these positions, their role and impact in policy formula-
tion, and the impact on the general status of  fellow wo-
men.

The Constitution is not well understood by majority of  
the Uganda population especially women. There are still 
gaps in laws and policies to support implementation of  
the Constitution. Politics in Uganda, like in most African 
countries, is still patriarchal where cultural attitudes and 
beliefs uphold that a woman’s place is at home. The chang-
ing political systems (from single/no party system to mul-
tiparty) has resulted in women’s apathy to politics and gov-
ernance issues despite Constitutional provisions. The apa-
thy in some cases results into fear and reluctance of  wom-
en to participant as either voters or candidates. Some con-
sider politics as a dangerous game, dirty, a man’s game.

In Conclusion

The gender sensitive Constitution is an example of  Prom-
ises Broken by weak institutions, poverty and corruption, 
(Social Watch Report, 2007) because a lot of  effort was 
put in making it but its implementation is hampered by 
many factors. There is need for more work in communi-
ties to increase the demand for gender questions and to 
get the grass root voices heard and respected. It is for this 
reason that NAWOU is priviledged to work with KIOS 
on raising awareness, claiming, demanding and protecting 
women’s rights. 

The Constitution alone is not suf! cient to bring about 
gender equality, equity and equal opportunities in social, 
economic and political activities. There is need for action 
to improve on the discriminatory laws especially those re-
lating to domestic relations and gender-based violence in 
order to claim true participation of  women in the democ-
ratization process in Uganda and realizing the bene! ts of  
a gender sensitive constitution at all levels.
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Women’s Participation in Creating a New Democratic 
Society: the Peace and Constitution-Building Proces s in 
Nepal

Dr. Renu Rajbhandari, Chairperson
Women’s Rehabilitation Center Nepal WOREC, Nepal

Historic exclusion, a rich/poor divide and political in-
• ghting contributed to the roots of  armed con• ict. Three 
out of  ten of  Nepal’s population of  around 27 million 
people (31%) live on less than US$1 a day. 

The poorest and hardest hit con• ict regions such as the 
rural Midwest have a poverty incidence 20% higher than 
that of  the Valley in which the capital Kathmandu is situ-
ated.

Nepal ranks 142 out of  177 on the Human Development 
Index. The poverty in rural areas (42%) is higher than ur-
ban areas (25.2%). The incidence is most pronounced in 
the mountain areas, followed by the Terai plains and the 
hills. 

A rigid caste system has entrenched some groups in pov-
erty and others in power and privilege. A high propor-
tion of  posts and leadership positions in the Government 
Departments, International Organizations and NGOs are 
held by members of  the three upper castes – Brahmin, 
Chetri and Newari. 

Milestones for Women’s Rights in Nepal 

1999 - The Local Self  Governance Act - introduces man-
datory representation of  women in local government.

1999 - Adoption of  the National Plan of  Action against 
Traf• cking in Children and their Commercial Sexual Ex-
ploitation. 

2000 - Adoption of  the UN Security Council Resolution 
1325.
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2002 - National Women’s Commission 

2003 - Violence against women addressed in CEDAW 
Shadow Report, Nepal.

2003 - Draft Bill on Criminalisation of  Domestic Violence 
- not yet passed

2004 - 11th Amendment to the Country Code Bill. Allows 
women: alimony rights; property rights, abortion rights, 
adoption rights, punishment in rape cases; age at marriage 
repealed.

2006 – Ministry of  Women and Social Welfare develops a 
Draft Bill on Violence Against Women – not yet passed. 

2006 - Gender Equality Bill passed to amend Acts to in-
crease gender equality: 
Provision of  Citizenship Rights under mother’s name; gh-
lights include Marital rape included within de• nition of  
rape and becomes ground for divorce for women; Provi-
sion depriving mother of  guardianship of  child after di-
vorce is removed, and mother to have • rst guardianship 

of  child, if  child is a minor; Increase in imprisonment 
term for those involved in performing abortion to any 
woman by force, coercion or undue in• uence; Daughter 
included within de• nition of  family under the Act Relat-
ing to Land.

2008 – 33% women elected to the Constituent Assembly. 
4 women Government Ministers appointed.

Struggle for Change

First democratic revolution took place in 1990 and new 
constitution was prepared in 1991. This phase couldn’t 
meet people’s aspiration. Marginalized people and their is-
sues were not properly addressed. Constitution was draft-
ed by people’s representative and representative from the 
king. Although constitution had several excellent provi-
sions it couldn’t do justice to all people. Maoist started 
people’s war in 1996 centering people’s agenda and un-
met needs by the 1991 constitution. This period of  peo-
ple’s war claimed life of  more than 13,000 Nepal people. 
Leaving around 100 thousands people internally displaced. 
Women were the major suffers of  this period.
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Women’s Struggle for Peace

Women were active in various capacity and forms through-
out the country. At community level women started to 
form peace committees and initiate dialogue with various 
con• icting parties but de• nitely it was very dif• cult for 
them to get heard and being recognized. Initiated peace 
assemblies in various part of  the country, the peace as-
semblies were started from Eastern part of  Nepal Biratna-
gar in 10th and 11th of  November 2003, which got ended 
with preparation of  declaration and a national assembly 
for peace in Katmandu on 2061- bhadra 10th and 12 (end 
of  August 2004).

Involvement during Kings takeover feb. 1st 2005:
Active at international level lobbying for democracy, • 
for establishment of  OHCHR of• ce in Katmandu, 
together with other fellow Human rights
organizing women at grassroots level for democracy• 
collecting and documenting cases on violence against • 
WHRDs and women

Actions:
2006 march organizing 1st National consultation of  • 
WHRDs, came out with Katmandu declaration, com-
mitted for constituent assembly election.
women took leadership during 19 days of  street agita-• 
tion for democracy
in some villages where men were thinking whether to • 
come to street or not, women took the lead.
organized second consultation of  WHRDs demand • 
for 50 percent participation
came out with women’s charter for equality• 
took part in Republican day• 
mobilizing women throughout the country.• 
33 percent participation at the CA• 

Dr. Renu Rajbhandari has a M.P.H. (Primary Health 
Care) from Mahidole University in Bangkok in Thai-
land and a M.D. from Moscow Medical Institute in 
Russia. She is the founder and Chairperson of the 
Women’s Rehabilitation Center Nepal WOREC in Ne-
pal. WOREC was established in 1991 with the goal of 
supporting women survivors of traf• cking and HIV/
AIDS and is a national NGO working with mobilizing 
local women and marginalized population groups for 
sustainable development and social justice. Dr. Ra-
jbhandari has provided training to both policy mak-
ers and grass-root organisations on women rights, in-
cluding issues related with traf• cking, violence and 
human rights. She took initiative to form the Alliance 
Against Traf• c in Women in Nepal and the Women Hu-
man Rights Defenders National Network. In 2003 Dr. 
Renu Rajbhandari was National Rapporteur on Traf-
• cking in women and children.
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SESSION 3: ROLE OF YOUTH IN CHANGING DEMOCRATIC 
PROCESSES

Chaired by: Mr. Kim Remitz, Member of KIOS Executiv e Board
Finnish Refugee Council 
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Youth as a Catalyst to Democratic Change in Africa: 
The Case of Kenyan Elections 

Mr. George Kogolla, Executive Director
Youth Alive! Kenya

Young people and Kenyan elections are probably not the 
best examples of  catalytic process in the expansion and 
consolidation of  democracy in Africa. This is due to two 
factors: Kenyan elections, despite the pre-2007 notion 
of  the high levels of  democracy within the country have 
post-2007 been plagued by ethnicity and political corrup-
tion; also, due to factors beyond their control and com-
pounded by a good sense of  apathy, young people in Ke-
nya have never been at the engine of  positive change with 
regard to democracy. They have been more of  passive 
watchers or at best violent pawns used by the political elite 
to drive myopic agendas or settle political scores. 

The events of  democratic processes in Kenya and across 
the Africa have now called for the active involvement of  
the continent’s youth. An important element for develop-
ment in Africa and indeed in Kenya has been and still re-
mains leadership. Effective and inspiring leadership at all 
levels is increasingly recognised to be the key to positive 
social, economic and political development in Africa and 
around the world. The role of  leadership is to provide in-
spiration, create opportunities, energise people, and make 
key choices. Kenya, like many African states provides con-
vincing statistics of  failed leadership in the three impor-
tant spheres of  life. Economically, the country lags behind 
various peers across the continent and beyond. Economic 
practices and policies do little to spur wealth creation and 
to attract foreign investment. Socially, the structure of  pat-

rimonial networks and social conformity have stunted and 
sti• ed leadership development with an inclination of  lead-
ership systems based and reinforced by age and tribalism 
as opposed to potential and ability. The image portrayed 
by the political class is disappointing: the pursuit for power 
is vicious and warlike and is devoid of  humility, integrity, 
trust and dialogue as political power is used for individual 
aggrandisement and not for the welfare of  communities. 
Ethnic and linguistic identities are exploited by the politi-
cal elites for political mobilisation and the acquisition and 
consolidation of  power. The post election period of  2007 
provided a real test to the political, economic and social 
systems of  Kenya as a nation. The disillusionment with 
the conduct of  the general elections revealed the various 
issues of  class, poverty and ethnicity in Kenya that have 
always remained under the carpet. Weak institutional and 
legal frameworks that cannot safeguard fundamental free-
doms and rights of  people, ethno-political and econom-
ic tensions perpetuated by poor governance systems and 
skewed distribution of  power, opportunities and national 
resources across age, ethnicity and geography came to the 
fore. 

This paper however seeks to shed light into the history of  
Kenyan democracy and her youth. It seeks to shed light 
into the political game in Kenya and how it is de• ned by 
ethnicity and resources, conveniently eliminating the active 
involvement of  many progressive-minded young people. 



KIOS36

To enable a deeper understanding of  the Kenyan democ-
racy, the paper explores the history of  Kenyan elections 
from the immediate post-independence period from 1963 
till the • ercely disputed 2007 general elections. 

The paper then discusses the persisting challenges to de-
mocracy in Kenya journeying through ethnicity in politics, 
to poverty and inequality, patrimonial approach to leader-
ship and • nally the international pardon of  undemocratic 
leadership. The paper progresses to look at possible path-
ways to ensuring the • ourishing and consolidation of  de-
mocracy, both from a general perspective and through the 
hands and eyes of  young people. 

Some of  the actions have already been set in motion in the 
light of  the crisis faced by Kenya after the 2007 general 
elections. These range from addressing historical imbal-
ances in the country, holding accountable government in-
stitutions and machinery charged with upholding democ-
racy and the rule of  law, strengthening youth-led civil soci-
ety institutions and rede• ning the role of  the international 
community in local democracy. 

The paper concludes by giving a glimmer of  hope that the 
youth of  Kenya hold in the furtherance of  democracy, 
not just in Kenya, but in Africa and urges on the rest of  

the continents youth to rediscover 
the dream of  the founder fathers 
of  the great nations of  the African 
continent, the Pan-African spirit.

It is my belief  that this paper would 
inspire dialogue that will elevate 
young people both in Kenya and 
the wider Africa to the place where 
they can drive the much needed 
change in this great continent.

YOUTH DEMOCRACY AND  

POLITICS IN KENYA

Young people all over the world, 
regardless of  culture, share at least 
one thing in common: the challenge 

of  growing into successful adults. 
Every society has its own customs in this regard, certain 
rites of  passage through which its youth must navigate 
successfully in order to be recognised as mature, respon-
sible men and women. Growing as a young person in Af-
rica poses many challenges including patrimonial commu-
nity structures, policies that are unresponsive to the needs 
of  children and youth, poverty and other household con-
straints, among many more.

Youth and democracy are two words that many have tried 
to de• ne in many ways. To some, youth is a “state of  
mind” while democracy is a western concept that has no 
place in patrimonial African governance systems. 

For this paper, I will restrict my de• nitions of  youth in 
Africa as the children of  the post-independence era, the 
children born out of  the holy divorce between colonial-
ism and the search for the African personality, the children 
who never heard the raging sounds of  the two world wars 
and who are hell-bent to see today the ful• lments of  yes-
terday’s promises. These are people on whom the future 
of  the African continent depends but to whom the future 
of  this continent is seldom given. Democracy in this sense 
will refer to a process that aims at setting up structures to 
guarantee and safeguard the freedom to protest and the 
possibility to choose.
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It is a fact that politics in Kenya is ethnicised and ethnic-
ity is politicised. As such, the General Elections in Kenya, 
the only legitimate forum for determining the direction of  
governance and democracy, have never been democratic. 
In a nation where the gap between rich and poor has been 
on a dramatic increase since the colonial era, democracy 
has very little chance to develop. Subsequently, people ac-
quire access to resources by belonging to networks that are 
• rst ethnic and secondly class-based. The trickle down ef-
fect of  the entrenchment of  ethnicity in the organisation 
of  power bases in society forces people on grassroots lev-
el to • nd a ‘godfather’ belonging to these networks from 
an aligned ethnic group. The ‘godfather’ system is a hier-
archy of  power relations that determine voting patterns 
to a high extend during election time. In my opinion, the 
post-election violence in Kenya cannot be explained by a 
desire from people to ‘restore’ democracy but by a desire 
from people to have their perceived ‘godfathers’ in pow-
erful positions. 

In Kenya young people under the age of  30 years form 
about 75% of  the population. Due to poverty, disease, 
poor planning and mismanagement of  public resources, 
aspirations and potential of  this young population are not 
matched by the opportunities available to lead a prosper-
ous and ful• lling life. The ability to effectively participate 
in the development processes is further compounded by 
the lack of  resources and competencies. 

The contribution and involvement of  young people to the 
democratic processes in Kenya has over time remained pe-
ripheral and have been characterised by a number of  chal-
lenges. Owing to the fact that one’s active involvement in 
electoral processes requires a political party as the vehicle 
for engagement, young people have continued to face ex-
clusion in mainstream political processes. Key challenges 
facing young people’s participation include among others, 
patronage - where senior members of  political parties do 
not create spaces for the youth to play crucial roles with-
in these parties. This is further compounded by lack of  
clear political party ideology and value system that guide 
the operation of  the party and the conduct of  its mem-
bers indiscriminately especially on age and gender. Ethnic-
ity also remains a major challenge as membership of  most 
political parties is dictated by ethnicity stemming from the 
founders of  the parties or the benefactors. This has been a 

source of  heartache for youth who • nd themselves barred 
from progressing or participating in crucial roles as a re-
sult of  not having the right ethnic credentials. The shift 
of  loyalty, distrust, corruption and vertical solidarity de-
termines who gets what within the political parties. Dis-
crimination on the basis of  gender has also had a negative 
impact on political aspirations of  young ladies within the 
parties. Owing to the patriarchal settings of  the party sys-
tems, their participation is limited and their contribution 
trivialised. The culture of  violence, mud slinging and char-
acter assassination has also discouraged many competent 
young ladies from fully engaging in politics. Also owing 
to the materialised nature of  Kenyan politics many young 
people willing to engage in active politics neither have the 
necessary resources or linkages to enable them claim their 
rightful place in community and national leadership. In 
the light of  the mismanagement of  the political parties 
and public resources by these leaders, young people have 
over the years developed a strong apathy towards elections 
and electoral processes, seeking redress in other ways, of-
ten violent.

THE HISTORY OF KENYAN ELECTIONS

The violence that followed the December 2007 elections 
in Kenya came as a surprise to many people in the world 
- and even to many Kenyans themselves. Unfortunately, it 
should not have. The combination of  economic and eth-
no-political factors in Kenya had created an explosive mix 
which was just waiting for the right - or rather “wrong” 
- circumstances to explode. The tension has been build-
ing since the 2002 general elections, with dissenting voices 
growing louder by the day. 

 “Democratic” Politics in Kenya

To understand the Kenyan crisis in its context, it is neces-
sary to examine the regime which followed independence 
in 1963. The withdrawal of  Britain’s from the country had 
taken place amidst a considerable fear that the Mau Mau 
anti-colonial insurrection of  1952-1960 might impinge 
upon the politics of  the new state and lead to further vio-
lence. This was never to be, partly because of  the elevation 
to the presidency of  the leader of  this nationalist move-
ment Jomo Kenyatta. Upon ascending to power however, 
Kenyatta swerved from radical nationalism to conservative 
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tribal politics. On becoming president, Kenyatta - head of  
the Kenya African National Union (KANU) in an effec-
tively one-party state - embraced extremely tribal politics 
and packed his new “Kenyan” dream wagon with mem-
bers of  his tribe and related tribes such as the Embu and 
the Meru. At the time of  his death in 1978 most of  the 
country’s wealth and power was in the hands of  the or-
ganisation which grouped these three tribes: the Gikuyu-
Embu-Meru Association (GEMA). 

Kenya has over forty-two tribes, with three - the Kikuyu, 
the Luo and the Luhyia - together representing almost 
65% of  the population. Meanwhile, the GEMA tribes dur-
ing Kenyatta’s time (1963-78) composed perhaps 30% of  
Kenyans, at that time almost all concentrated in the high-
lands of  the central province. These • gures meant that in 
order to square the ethno-political circle in Kenya, power-
brokers had to forge deals between the three big groups 
and somehow relate to the shifting gaggle occupying the 
fourth corner. In Kenyatta’s time the deal was simple: the 
Kikuyu and their smaller relatives, after making an agree-
ment with the minority tribes, ran everything. The Luo 
who eventually tried to challenge this ordering were force-
fully marginalised as the prudent Luhyia looked on. Af-
ter Kenyatta died in 1978, his vice-president Daniel arap 
Moi - who was from the Kalenjin minority tribe - inherited 
the mantle of  power on the understanding that he would 
not upset the arrangement designed to keep the two other 
large tribes (and particularly the Luo) out of  power. 

But Daniel arap Moi proceeded to use his new status to 
cleverly divide his Kikuyu allies, so as progressively to side-
line them. By 1986, Moi had concentrated all the pow-
er - and most of  its attendant economic bene• ts - into 
the hands of  his Kalenjin tribe and of  a handful of  allies 
from minority groups. But Kikuyu ascendancy had been 
reined in only, not destroyed. Under Jomo Kenyatta, the 
Kikuyu - claiming martyr status for their sufferings dur-
ing the Mau-Mau “emergency”, and relying on tacit gov-
ernment support - had spread beyond their traditional ter-
ritorial homelands and “repossessed lands stolen by the 
whites” - even when these had previously belonged to oth-
er tribes. Thus Kikuyu “colonists” had thus fanned out 
all over Kenya, often creating strong rural antagonisms. 
Moi, used a consummate juggler’s skill to keep the ethno-
political balance working in his favour. At the same time, 

the • rst two multi-party elections after other movements 
emerged to challenge Kanu (in 1992 and 1997) were occa-
sions for carefully state-managed ethnic violence designed 
to achieve two objectives: keep the dangerous Kikuyu un-
derfoot and pit the Kalenjin’s minority allies against each 
other in order better to control them. 

By the time of  the 2002 election, however, the system had 
run its course with foreign donors all freezing support to 
the country, President Moi having ruled for twenty-four 
years was getting old, and a “democratic” opposition was 
gaining momentum. But if  everybody agreed on the prin-
ciple of  ridding Kenya of  its Kalenjin-based authoritarian 
state, the question of  who and what would be the replace-
ment remained open. Moi had a brainwave: he thought 
that the best way for him to maintain his in• uence over 
politics after leaving the presidency would be to pick as 
the governing party candidate Kenyatta’s own son, Uhuru. 
This artful move, Moi calculated, would rally the Kikuyu 
behind a prestigious but empty symbol (Uhuru at that time 
did not stand out as overly brilliant and his name spoke 
louder than his personality). But the strategy back• red 
completely and the opposition united behind the veter-
an Kikuyu politician, Mwai Kibaki, thus creating a unique 
situation in which both leading candidates were Kikuyu. 
In other ways, however, they were very different: one em-
bodied the ghost of  yesterday’s near-dictatorship while the 
other was seen as offering the hope of  a democratic open-
ing. This contrast felicitously de-ethnicised the election, 
turning it into a contest between the old and the new. At 
the time Raila Odinga, the leading Luo politician, tireless-
ly campaigned for Kibaki and deployed his tribal follow-
ers behind a man who - albeit a Kikuyu - was seen as the 
candidate for change. The economic stagnation of  previ-
ous years meant that many of  the expectations that were 
invested in Kibaki were of  an economic nature: Kibaki, it 
was hoped, would restart the economy and then proceed 
to share out its bene• ts more equally. 

The Kibaki Politics of Post-2002 Kenya

Mwai Kibaki was elected president in December 2002 with 
over 62% of  the vote. The country’s foreign backers were 
only too quick to salute the polls as “a triumph for democ-
racy”. In a way they were right - the polls had been free 
and fair, and the candidate for change had been elected. 
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But in another way this was a hasty form of  wishful think-
ing because the apparent “detribalisation” of  the election 
had been due more to a series of  accidental coincidences 
than to a real decline in the appeal of  ethnic politics. The 
key words in the campaign, however, had been “hope” and 
“change”, and to some extent the new Kibaki administra-
tion managed to deliver the goods. The economy did pick 
up and Kenya witnessed a spectacular economic recovery, 
helped by a favourable international environment. But this 
was only one side of  the economic coin. Social inequali-
ties also increased; the fruits of  economic growth went 
disproportionately to the already well-off; and corruption 
reached new heights, matching some of  the excesses of  
the Moi years. When John Githongo, the man appointed 
by President Kibaki to • ght corruption, blew the whistle 
in January 2005, he had to • ee to Britain in fear of  his life. 
Githongo is himself  a Kikuyu, and his denunciation of  a 
massive series of  • nancial scandals in which hundreds of  
millions of  dollars had vanished was seen as a betrayal of  
his tribe as well as of  the government he served. 

Moreover, the security situation in Kenya deteriorated 
steadily in these years, with the ordinary people bearing the 
brunt of  a triple process: a growing wave of  routine crime 
in urban areas; rival agrarian claims leading to pitched bat-
tles between ethnic groups • ghting for land, and; a run-
ning feud between the police and the Mungiki sect, which 
left over 120 people dead in May-November 2007 alone. 
The Mungiki sect a bizarre cross between pre-Christian 
Kikuyu neo-traditionalism and an extortionist gang ran 
protection rackets on the matatu (collective taxi) routes, 
helping it to prosper among the poorest urban neighbour-
hoods and among the landless-peasant squatters in cen-
tral province. In 2002, the Mungiki had backed the losing 
Uhuru Kenyatta camp. This cost it dearly in terms of  po-
litical clout, and it had desperately tried to recover the lost 
ground by intensifying its terroristic hold on the slum pop-
ulation and on the matatu owners. 

The accumulating result of  these various processes was a 
feeling of  deep dissatisfaction - not so much with Presi-
dent Kibaki as a person but with his entourage, with his 
robbing cronies, and with his incapacity to sympathise and 
do something about the plight of  poor Kenyans (made all 
the more shocking by the level of  economic growth the 
country was enjoying). Raila Odinga, the candidate for the 

Orange Democratic Movement (ODM), was then able to 
capitalise on that frustration in a way that fused various 
types of  motivation: ethnic (the Kikuyu have grabbed ev-
erything and all the other tribes have lost); political (Kiba-
ki betrayed his promise for change); social (crime and vio-
lence are out of  control), and; economic (what is the point 
of  economic growth when it does not bring any bene• ts 
to the ordinary citizen). As the electoral campaign neared 
its climax in December 2007, the ODM opposition en-
joyed a widespread lead in opinion polls and seemed ready 
to sweep Kibaki’s Party of  National Unity (PNU) out of  
power. 

The December 2007 Election

The election on 27 December 2007 was both a parliamen-
tary and a presidential one. At the legislative level, 2,548 
candidates from 108 parties were vying for 210 seats; at 
the presidential level, three candidates - the incumbent 
Mwai Kibaki, ODM leader Raila Odinga and former for-
eign affairs minister Kalonzo Musyoka (who had split 
from the ODM) - were competing among other non-sig-
ni• cant contenders. 

Everybody (including himself) knew that Kalonzo Musyo-
ka had no chance of  winning and that he was simply an-
gling for the position of  a strategic post-election ally who 
could sell his support to a probable minority victor in need 
of  additional backing. Kalonzo Musyoka is a Kamba, and 
the Kamba - although closely related to the Kikuyu - had 
chosen the British camp during the Mau Mau emergency. 
This gives them a hybrid status in the Kenyan ethno-po-
litical landscape, in which they hold the capacity to swing 
either with the Kikuyu or against them. 

The polls were a messy affair for a number of  reasons. The 
voters’ rolls had been poorly updated or at times not up-
dated at all. Some dead people were still on the rolls and 
electors who had changed residence had not been prop-
erly struck off  in one place and re-registered at their new 
address. The rules governing the help which could be giv-
en to illiterate voters (up to 80% of  the electoral body in 
some remote constituencies) were poorly enforced. For-
eign and national observers were not always given free ac-
cess to the polling stations, and later to the ballots. 
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But all in all, the parliamentary segment of  the election 
proceeded smoothly. The results from the parliamentary 
segment indicated that with over forty-• ve percent (45%) 
of  the Members of  Parliament (MPs), the opposition had 
a clear majority over the incumbent administration. The 
presidential tally however left a lot to be desired. Irregu-
larities were noted in many constituencies with the • gures 
on the ballot forms signed by the ECK returning of• cers 
and the agents of  the candidates differing from the • gures 
released by the national counting centre. 

Also, in various other constituencies, thousands more had 
“voted” in the presidential election than in the legislative 
one, even though the two ballots had been held concur-
rently. These irregularities provided the cleavage that was 
thereafter used by a cross-section of  the country to articu-
late rather violently their long held frustrations on issues 
like land policy and inequity in the distribution of  national 
resources, natural or otherwise. 

CHALLENGES TO DEMOCRACY IN KENYA                

Kenya has served as a model for peace and a semblance 
for democracy within the continent of  Africa for decades. 
However, this stability and by extension democracy has 
faced a number of  threats and challenges. 

Ethnicity in Politics

The maxim of  beauty in diversity is probably one of  the 
sayings that have come to lose its meaning in post-inde-

pendence Kenya. With a country of  over than forty-two 
ethnic communities, Kenya lacks not in diversity. Sadly, 
this ethnicity and ethnicity has been negatively exploited in 
many spheres. Kenyan politics has been one of  the most 
ethnicised in Africa. From the waning days of  the one-par-
ty regime in the 1980s, Kenyan politicians sought support 
from their ethnic or sub-ethnic groups, and citizens per-
ceived most political battles to be about dividing the ‘na-
tional cake’ among the constituent ethnic groups. Political 
liberalisation since 1991 has not fundamentally changed 
this atmosphere. Ruling and opposition parties primarily 
represent all, some or coalitions of  ethnic groups. Ethni-
cally marked electoral violence has come to be expected 
though not accepted, as part of  the campaign season.

Ethnicity has robbed democracy the ground to ! ourish 
as ethno-linguistic differences are milked to sway votes 
across tribal lines. Typical electoral campaigns in Kenya 
involve mudslinging along tribal stereotypes meant to de-
pict certain tribes as unable to lead owing to their cultural 
practices. 

Poverty and Inequality

A writer once wrote that there cannot be such a thing as 
an apolitical economic problem. For a long time politics 
has dominated public policy. Since independence the patri-
monial state has favoured those who were close to power. 
It rewarded political loyalty with economic goods. In re-
cent times, this skewed political structure has given rise to 
grand corruption. Fundamentally, graft entails the giving 
of  rewards that are not earned, thus giving rise to undue 
disparities. Patronage politics and corruption thus rewards 
more to those who work less and less to those who work 
more. This is a serious distortion of  equal chances and fair 
play, and can explain a lot of  inequalities in Kenya. 

In the light of  many unful• lled basic needs, democratic 
rights become of  secondary concern. A sense of  hopeless-
ness owing to the impact of  poverty on local populations 
leaves many a voter in the dilemma during election time of  
whether to elect good leadership whose results might be 
felt a year or so later or to accept an immediate but meagre 
handouts to sort out the needs for that day. Often the ar-
gument goes that one might not be alive to enjoy the fruits 
of  democracy so they might as well eat before they die. 
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Also, groups of  people are convinced to vote as a bloc for 
their own in order to address inequalities that have been 
perpetuated by previous regimes. Poverty and inequality in 
this sense undermine democracy. 

Patrimonial Approach to Leadership

In traditional Africa societies, age brought wisdom and un-
derstandably so, as the path to adulthood was marked with 
a series of  life experiences that bestowed knowledge and 
wisdom. In contemporary Africa, the advent of  ‘civilisa-
tion’ has marked the death of  the various processes that 
graduated one to an elderly position that would naturally 
bring along leadership. Current rulers however still ride on 
the principles of  traditional Africa’s society without much 
respect to the processes. Knowledge, skills and wisdom 
has in this regard been rested on age more than ability, 
attitudes, innovation among other factors. Consequently 
youth has been associated with inexperience and inabil-
ity and a false notion that been perpetuated that with age 
comes good leadership. This has seen many leaders in the 
Kenyan political seen struggle to rule beyond their sell-by 
date. Kenya has also seen an unwritten dynastic approach 
to leadership with sons of  prominent political ! gures of  
yester-years being active candidates in country’s leadership. 
Cases in point are the current Prime Minister Raila Odin-
ga, the two Deputy Prime Ministers Uhuru Kenyatta and 
Musalia Mudavadi whose fathers were great politicians in 
Kenya. This approach to leadership has undermined the 
principles of  democracy. 

International Pardon of Sham Elections and 
Brutal Regimes

Several leaders across Africa have risen or remained in 
power on the basis of  " awed elections and silence or 
lack of  strong sanctions from the international commu-
nity. Owing to the fact that a good percentage of  African 
leaders are in power through by some sham elections, it 
would be hard to ! nd strong and clean voices of  democ-
racy within African leadership. For the thriving of  democ-
racy in this scenario, the international community has to 
stand ! rm on instances that the people’s right to choose 
their leadership seem to be at threat. Unfortunately, in a 
bid to avoid confrontation and through international lob-
bying by the leaders elected through these undemocratic 

processes, the international community has been slow to 
concertedly reject the outcomes of  these electoral pro-
cesses and the legitimacy of  the leaders thereof. This situ-
ation has been exacerbated by the fact that in most cases 
the incumbent regime controls the coercive apparatus of  
the state. This has encouraged other leaders both at local 
and national levels and within the wider region of  Africa 
to adopt this senile form of  ‘democracy’ killing the genu-
ine spirit of  democracy.

ENSURING THAT DEMOCRACY FLOURISHES - 
WORKING WITH YOUNG PEOPLE

The world’s attention in 2008 has been on election crises 
in Africa; ! rst Kenya, and now Zimbabwe. In both cases, 
challenges remain in converting electoral victory to politi-
cal power. The begging question remains, can a victorious 
opposition come to power in the face of  an obstinate in-
cumbent? This question is particularly relevant when the 
incumbent regime controls the coercive apparatus of  the 
state and the opposition only has the ballot in its corner. In 
this set-up, can there ever be a fair match?

Historically the answer has been no. But new develop-
ments on the democratic front in Africa in the last decade 
have strengthened election support and monitoring by 
key regional bodies, the East African Community (EAC) 
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and the African Union (AU). The African Charter on De-
mocracy, Elections and Governance adopted by the AU in 
2007 to, among other things, “promote the holding of  reg-

ular free and fair elec-
tions to institutiona-
lise legitimate author-
ity of  representative 
government as well 
as democratic change 
of  government”, con-
solidated gains on the 
electoral front. These 
developments have 
strengthened the elec-
toral process on the 
continent, creating 
the space for opposi-
tion parties to com-
pete fairly. At a mini-

mum, international su-
pervision through these protocols compels sitting govern-
ments to desist from outright repression and undemocrat-
ic practices.

Unique to the Kenyan scenario and the role of  young peo-
ple, suggested actions revolve around a strong constitu-
ency of  young people holding accountable government 
institutions and machinery charged with democracy, ad-
dressing historical injustices with a strong focus on youth 
and their role to break the cycle of  poverty and ethnic-
ity in politics, strengthening young people’s institutions as 
citizens organisations in democracy as well as de• ning the 
role of  the international community on local democracy. 

Addressing Historical Injustices in Kenya

In the light of  glaring inequalities and poverty resulting 
from historical imbalances in the distribution of  national 
wealth and power, there is an urgent need to address the 
root causes of  these inequalities. To ensure that the demo-
cratic and human rights of  all Kenyans are upheld, there 
has to be a holistic review of  the historical systems that 
initiated an perpetuated the injustices. In this review, the 
plight of  young people has to be at the centre of  focus as 
they hold the key to breaking the vicious cycle of  poverty 

and ethnicity that has characterised political as well as gov-
ernance systems in Kenya. Through the National Accord 
signed to mark the end of  the post-elections tussle in early 
2008, a number of  these issues have been addressed with a 
number of  explicit provisions towards the empowerment 
of  young people. This is seen as a step in the right direc-
tion, however, more still needs to be done to engage young 
people not only in economic but also in political processes 
to entrench democracy and promote democratic rights. 

However, as long as local grievances and scarcity and dis-
tribution of  resources are not addressed, elitist propagan-
da using the concept of  ethnicity in attempts to gain politi-
cal mileage will be able to achieve meaning in local realities, 
spelling doom to the fragile democracy in Kenya. 

Holding Accountable Democratic and Gover-
nance Institutions and Machinery

The case of  Kenyan elections exposes the weaknesses of  
national democratic institutions, particularly those man-
dated to oversee the conduct of  elections. The Electoral 
Commission of  Kenya was exposed as partisan in favour 
of  the incumbent regime. The judiciary was no recourse 
as the judicial bench is routinely ‘staffed’ by government 
loyalists. A key challenge therefore is how to evolve robust 
democratic institutions as a lasting foundation for an en-
during democracy and social stability. 

Key elements of  a fully functioning democracy are an in-
dependent and impartial electoral commission, an inde-
pendent judiciary, and a democratic constitution. Regret-
tably, these conditions do not always hold in countries 
emerging from a colonial past and Kenya has not been an 
exception.

Non-Partisan security forces are also critical elements of  
a democratic state where people choose their leaders free-
ly. In Kenya, the police stood in President Kibaki’s corner 
and brutally massacred hundreds of  opposition activists in 
protests that followed the disputed election. 

The lessons of  Kenya underscore the importance of  pro-
fessionalizing the army, police, prison services, and secret 
services so that the security forces are not party opera-
tives.
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Strengthening Youth Led Civil Society 
Institutions

Since the early 1990s, Kenya has seen the emergence of  a 
vibrant independent civil society focused on democracy, 
human rights and social justice. In fact, the AU protocols 
and the sweat from the international community on Kenya 
would not have counted for much if  not for civil society 
pressure on the Kenyan leaders to abide during the disput-
ed 2007 elections. 

In the Kenyan election crises, civil society played a key role 
in documenting, exposing and transmitting human rights 
violations. In addition, the advent of  the internet and oth-
er modern communication tools shrinks time and space, 
making it possible to build instant global people-to-peo-
ple communication and solidarity links. Consequently, in-
cidents that would blow away unnoticed in the past, now 
invoke global outrage. Owing to the in• uence of  peer, it 
is imperative that in the process of  building a vibrant civil 
society, youth led civil society organisations need to be at 
the forefront in leading the awareness and action around 
youth and democratic rights. This has unfortunately not 
been possible as many youth-led organisations do not have 
the capacity or the linkages needed to engage at both local 
and national levels. 

Redifining the Role of the International Com-
munity in Local Democracy

Questions abound as to the role of  the international com-
munity in resolving internal con• ict. Clearly, in circum-
stances of  weak democratic institutions, a victorious op-
position must rely on more than the ballot to secure pow-
er. In the case of  Kenya, the opposition used mass mobili-
sation and threats of  total economic paralysis to leverage 
its power and ultimately compel the sitting government 
towards a negotiated settlement.

In Kenya, the US, Britain, the AU and other players in the 
international community played a key role in brokering the 
power-sharing deal that stopped Kenya from plunging into 
the abyss of  political chaos. While the political settlement 
in Kenya succeeded in stopping violence, the key ques-
tion remains unanswered -- how to ensure the unhindered 
transfer of  power to the true winners of  the election. The 

deal currently holding Kenya together is an inferior solu-
tion that will only be meaningful if  immediate steps are 
taken to ensure that the will of  the people is respected in 
the next election.

International mediation in Kenya was made easier as key 
players in the international community had access to and 
leverage with both sides of  the crisis; and the local ac-
tors were not irreparably polarised. This scenario could 
play differently for example with Zimbabwe, where politi-
cal polarisation was acute and Western powers had no dip-
lomatic access to Mugabe. Also the role that international 
superpowers can plain African con• icts is sometimes un-
dermined by their own leadership’s lack of  internation-
al credibility as in the case of  US, the Bush Administra-
tion’s lacks international credibility partly because of  the 
discredited Iraq war; and outright hypocrisy where the US 
embraces favoured dictators such as Ethiopia’s Meles Ze-
nawi and Pakistan’s Musharraf  while preaching democracy 
in Zimbabwe. These discrepancies make statements about 
democracy in Zimbabwe ring hollow and provoke ques-
tions about the real motives of  US foreign policy. 

The AU though equipped with relatively new principles 
and protocols is limited in its actions by the poor human 
rights record and electoral practices of  many of  the pres-
ent leaders. The precedent already set by failure to take a 
! rm stance against members such as Sudan for gross hu-
man rights abuses and Ethiopia and Nigeria for outright 
electoral fraud, limits the extent of  what African leaders 
can do now. Mugabe is already exploiting this Achilles’ 
heel and effectively paralysing the AU by arguing that oth-
ers have been allowed to get away with worse crimes. Thus, 
while there is a growing voice of  ‘concern’ by African lead-
ers, the response falls far short of  the moral outrage con-
ditions on the ground demand.

The key question is how to balance intervention by all the 
international players -- AU, UN and Western powers. The 
UN’s role is tough as its original mandate involved con-
• icts between and not within nations. Unilateral actions by 
Western countries often compromise the position of  dem-
ocratic forces on the continent, as they face accusations 
of  being Western puppets. African leaders in a new era of  
African renaissance do not want to appear to be taking or-
ders from the West. This is not to say that the West has no 
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role to play, international action must be directed through 
existing African institutions and the UN.

In Kenya, bolstering African institutions and pressuring 
them to uphold their protocols on human rights, elections 
and good governance is the best path to democracy. A true 
solution to the current political crises in Kenya, Zimbabwe 
and elsewhere on the continent is strengthening the bal-
lot, and amplifying regional and continental peace-mak-
ing through the AU and other regional blocs such as the 
SADC and EAC.

CONCLUSION

Post independent Africa has failed to live to her billing 
as a new dawn to a new progressive world full of  oppor-
tunities. Instead the African leadership has simply been 
very disappointing, directionless, confused, and hollow in 
thinking. The struggle for signi! cance by African youth in 
the political and democratic and general development pro-
cess of  the continent have faced more challenge than sup-
port, at best great lip-service from African leaders. 

The time has come however that young people must stand 
to redeem the continent and entrench democracy. Not 
even the calamities of  disease, primitive-style wealth ac-
cumulation, unemployment woes and the unconstitutional 
elongation of  Presidential tenures in of! ce, should serve 
as push factors to resignation to fate. The darkest hour 
is at dawn. Never before have the cries of  an unful! lled 
democratic promise in Africa reached a crescendo. Nev-
er before have the challenges and the will of  the youth to 
chart an alternative development trajectory, a new demo-
cratic dispensation and a people-centred Africa been so 
imperative. Never before has the need for platforms that 
address youth pan African leadership and entrepreneurial 
skills in a new Africa been so urgent. 

True, the process of  reconstituting African regimes is a 
long one, and that remains true in the reconstitution and 
reconsolidation of  democracy in Kenya; but it is also true 
that a renascent generation of  African leaders in the mould 
of  youthful leaders like Jakaya Kikwete of  Tanzania, Yayi 
Boni of  Benin and Amadou Toumani Toure of  Mali, now 
serve as templates for young people of  Africa. 

Instead of  being frustrated by the failures of  a leviathan 
leadership, as the youth in Kenya, we should be inspired by 
the faith of  such a luminary leadership whose partnership 
and pedestal it needs to make our country and indeed the 
continent of  Africa the bastion of  democratic develop-
ment and the continent of  human civilisation. 
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Youth and Students as Builders of New Political Cul ture: 
Cooperation across Political Party Lines in Nepal

Mr. Sowyamvu Raj Dangol, Central Committee Member
Democratic National Youth Federation

Youth Power is the Backbone of the State

In the past, Nepalese youths and students have played a 
decisive role in the frontline of  all historic movements and 
revolutions of  the nation. Nepalese youth – if  de• ned as 
people under 40 years of  age – comprise of  over 70 % of  
Nepal’s population of  today. Nevertheless, they have al-
ways been excluded from the higher policymaking circles. 
They have never been provided with the opportunity to 
build their capacity and play an important role in shaping 
their own society. 

After the successful people’s movement in April 2006, Ne-
pal is now a Republican state by having ended 240 years of  
feudal monarchy. With the political change in the country, 
Nepalese youth and students’ movement has also taken a 
different direction. In creation of  New Nepal, young peo-
ple have joined their hands to cooperate with each other in 
order to advocate for their representation at the political 
decision-making level. 

In this presentation, we will shed light upon the strug-
gle of  political youth and students’ movement in Nepal. 
From an insider’s perspective, we will • rst brie• y discuss 
the history of  youth and students political movement in 
our country. We will further clarify the challenges and op-
portunities of  Nepalese youth’s political struggle, and • -
nally deliberate on the road ahead. 

  * * *

Currently, there is a large number of  political youth and 
student organisations existing in Nepal. All major parties 
have their own separate youth wing as well as a student 
wing. Some of  these organisations are con• ned in only 
certain areas and geographical locations, while others have 
been active nationwide as the major sister organisations of  
their parties. In total, it has been estimated that 55% of  
Nepalese youth are directly or indirectly involved in the 
national politics of  the nation. 

Historically, the boom of  forming political youth and stu-
dent organisations took place prior to 1950 to counter the 
oligarchic Rana rule. Despite the oppressive regime, the 
students’ movement was successful in raising some issues 
concerning youth and students: For instance, in 1946 the 
students’ movement took up the issue of  extended learn-
ing and demanded that subjects like Math and English be 
included alongside Sanskrit education. This movement is 
famously known as “Jayantu Sanskritam”. Furthermore, 
even after party-less Panchayat rule was imposed by the 
king in 1960, students continued to play a vital role in the 
movement against the system. As an example, the joint 
Student Movement was instrumental in compelling the 
monarchy to declare the referendum in Nepal in 1979.
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Even more importantly, in 1990, political student organisa-
tions were instrumental in waving the people’s movement - 
popularly known as “Janandolan I” - against the Panchayat 
system. Thirty years of  absolute rule was ended due to 
the movement. In the subsequent political environment, a 
larger number of  political parties emerged in Nepal as they 
were • nally granted the democratic rights to open up po-
litical organisations. Along with this, many political parties 
formed or further strengthened their own sister organisa-
tions working to address the agendas of  youth.

It is worth noting, however, that even after the establish-
ment of  multi-party democracy and end of  the Panchayat 
system in 1990, the autocratic monarchy still remained 
in Nepal. So the resistance continued, and • nally gained 
height again at the end of  the Civil War. With the historic 
12-point agreement between the 7 political parties and the 
CPN-Maoist, activists from different party backgrounds 
came together to decide on the fate of  the monarchy: In 
April 2006, political youth and students were again at the 
frontline to resist the King’s emergency rule. After 19 days 
of  continuous protests, the historical movement forced 
the King to return the sovereignty back to the people. The 
role of  youth and students in this success is widely ac-
knowledged. 

  * * *

Despite the fact that they have played a crucial role in 
the important struggles of  the country’s history, Nepalese 
youth and students continue to be deprived of  adequate 
support and channels of  in• uence by the state. They are 
categorically excluded from the policy-making levels in the 
government. Moreover, the state continues to turn a blind 
eye to the problems and challenges faced by young people 
in Nepal. As a result, youth unemployment is at all-time 
high: While youth from educated and well-to-do families 
are compelled to look for opportunities abroad, the low-
er middle-class youths have been lured by the jobs in the 
Gulf-region. This has become a great challenge for the 
youth movement in Nepal. 

All political youth and student organisations have their re-
spective political programs as their directives. Overall, the 
main thrust of  such programs is to build the capacity of  
the youth. But due to the change in the political scenario 

of  the country, the youth and students’ movement has also 
reformed itself: The tradition of  cooperation and collabo-
ration across party-lines has started to take place. The be-
ginning of  this tradition was most visible during the demo-
cratic movement in April 2006. We believe that this culture 
of  cooperation will only gain strength in the future. 

Indeed, although there are ideological differences among 
various youth and student organisations of  Nepal, we have 
discovered common points of  interest to take the youth 
and student agendas forward. 

Firstly, within the political youth wings, some of  our com-
mon agendas have been the following: Resourceful Youth 
Ministry, Youth Parliament, Youth Commission and Youth 
Council and the provision of  Youth Unemployment Bank. 
Main objectives of  the above mentioned points are active 
participation of  youths at policymaking level, guarantee-
ing employment for youth as well as provision of  unem-
ployment incentives until youth are fully employed. Fur-
thermore, our aim is to map out plans constitutionally to 
ensure better mental and physical health care facilities for 
young people. The cooperation across party-lines has been 
strong, and our demands have been widely publicized by 
the media. 

Secondly, the Joint Student Movement continues to re-
sist the trend of  commercialisation in the education sector 
and work in favour of  free, compulsory and quality edu-
cation. Many discussion forums and seminars have been 
organised in recent years, thereby engaging youth and stu-
dents to discuss sustainable peace and overall develop-
ment in the country. Moreover, the joint movement works 
to foster communal harmony and tolerance and to end the 
caste discrimination in the country. In working towards 
these goals, the cooperation of  student organisations has 
been playing an important role. 

To strengthen the voice of  political youths in Nepal, Demo 
Finland has also been playing an important role through its 
work with the Joint Youth and Student Platform – a forum 
consisting of  major parties youth and student organisa-
tions. On its part, Demo has contributed to the movement 
of  cooperation among the various actors. 
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The joint efforts of  Demo Fin-
land and the Joint Youth and 
Student Platform since spring 
2007 have included various pro-
grams, seminars and trainings – 
so linking us with the relevant 
stake-holders to help meet our 
common demands. 

Within this framework, the ma-
jor parties student and youth or-
ganisations are currently work-
ing on a joint agenda revolving 
around 5 long-term develop-
ment objectives, including Edu-
cation for All, Equal Opportuni-
ty for Youth, Inclusive Democ-
racy, Sustainable and Equitable 
Development as well as Univer-
sal Access to Social Services. 

All the above mentioned de-
mands of  ours have been en-
dorsed by the major youth and 
students political organisations 
in the country. 

  
* * *

On a positive note, we would like to point out that recent-
ly (in August 2008), Youth Minister was appointed by the 
current government. This has been one of  the major de-
mands of  young people in Nepal. This, we believe, will 
help to address some of  the problems that Nepalese youth 
face today. 

However, although the Youth and Sports Ministry has in-
deed been formed, it has received extremely limited fund-
ing. The ministry is still unclear about the role of  Nepalese 
Youth in restructuring the society. 

Nevertheless, although in a limited manner, the ful• lment 
of  our demand of  a Youth Ministry has instilled hope in 
young people that youth issues will be taken more sincere-
ly in the future. In creation of  New Nepal, young people 

of  Nepal have joined their hands to cooperate with each 
other, and to advocate for their representation at the pol-
icy making level. The joint youth and student movement 
has also realized that the movement itself  needs to im-
prove its structure and planning. 

Finally, we believe that youth voices will not be addressed 
sincerely by the state unless our demands are met. We be-
lieve that young people of  Nepal can sketch the road map 
for the future by themselves. 

Unlike in the past, when we were used by the leadership 
circle of  our mother parties, we are now also keen on con-
tinuing this debate with our mother parties. This is, in-
deed, a great opportunity for Nepalese youth and students 
of  today. 
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Election Observation from Grassroots Perspective: 
Experiences from Asia

Ms. Somsri Hananuntasuk, Executive Director
Asian Network for Free Elections ANFREL

When we discuss democracy we often talk about it as an 
ideal. While democracy is of  course an ideal we should 
work towards, sometimes our discussions can become too 
abstract and we lose sight of  the people who are at the 
heart of  democracy. Let us take this opportunity to put the 
grassroots people at the centre of  the discussion and focus 
on women and youth in this seminar, two groups which 
still face barriers to political participation in Asia. 

From ten years observing elections in Asia, it is important 
to highlight the successes in bringing the grassroots into 
politics but also talk about some of  the challenges we still 
face and what we can do about them. Overall, Asians can 
be proud of  the progress we have made towards democ-
racy. People are more aware of  democracy and its bene• ts 
than they have ever been. The bravery of  people at the 
grassroots level to stand up and challenge those in power 
has brought change across the continent, from East Timor 
to Nepal to the Philippines. People are also demanding 
more than just participation in elections every few years. 
We see greater monitoring of  elected representatives than 
in the past and more involvement by the grassroots in de-
cision making. The journey towards good governance ev-
erywhere is still far from complete but, even so, we have 
improved, sometimes very quickly. Ten years ago, who 
would have thought that Indonesia would be one of  the 
most stable and democratic countries in South-East Asia? 

Of  course, some countries have deteriorated. The civil war 
in Sri Lanka has profoundly damaged both democracy and 
human rights there. Events in Mongolia in July showed 
how quickly protests over contested elections can turn vi-
olent. Even Thailand, which was assumed to be the most 
stable democracy in South-East Asia, suffered a coup in 
2006, the • rst one we have had in 15 years. And sadly there 
are countries where there seems little prospect of  demo-
cratic change, such as Burma. 

We admit that democracy is not an instant cure for all of  a 
country’s problems. Having elections won’t feed people or 
build schools overnight. Democratic countries frequently 
see the majority abuse the minority. Corruption is unfor-
tunately an endemic problem in Asia, whether a country is 
democratic or not. But democracy is the only political sys-
tem that allows for real grassroots involvement in the po-
litical process. 

We are happy to report an overall positive trend in Asian 
elections, which are freer and fairer, and feature a greater 
involvement by grassroots individuals and organizations. 

We still face many challenges, particularly money politics, 
election-related violence and governmental interference in 
the election process. Women and youths are not as well 
represented as they should be. There is, however, a greater 
awareness of  international election standards and political 
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leaders in Asia know that without credible elections they 
will not be seen as legitimate rulers not only domestically 
but internationally too. 

When we talk about participation, we must distinguish be-
tween different forms of  participation. It is not just the 
voter turnout – elections are about much more than what 
happens on polling day. Effective participation requires 
voter education to ensure that voters are well informed 
about the choices available to them and how to exercise 
their right to vote. It requires the freedom of  parties to 
campaign as well as the inclusion of  disadvantaged groups 
and minorities in the electoral process. When we talk about 
the participation of  women and youth, we must consider 
not only their participation as voters but also as candidates, 
observers, and election of• cials. 

To illustrate these different forms of  participation I would 
like to share with you my experience of  the Constituent 
Assembly election in Nepal held earlier this year. As many 
of  you will know, Nepal suffered from a ten year civil con-
• ict between the Maoists and the Government in which 
over 13,000 people died. Opposition to the King brought 
the two sides together though and a peace agreement was 
reached at the end of  2006, which paved the way for Con-
stituent Assembly elections. 575 members were elected to 
the assembly, through a mixed system of  • rst-past-the-
post and proportional representation (PR), to write a new 
constitution. 

Though there were certainly challenges during the elec-
tion, they were the most inclusive that Nepal has ever had. 
The integration of  a former armed movement into the 
political mainstream is a major success, as is the fact that 
a third of  the new assembly members are women. Quo-
tas that guaranteed 50% of  the PR seats to women helped 

greatly, but many women were also elected through • rst-
past-the-post-seats. Prisoners were allowed to vote in the 
PR race, a highly progressive step that most Western de-
mocracies have not yet taken. Students are highly politi-
cal in Nepal – maybe even too political! There were also 
quotas for traditionally marginalized groups such as Dalits, 
Janjatis, and Madhesis. As a result, the assembly represents 
the wide diversity of  peoples in Nepal and there is a hope 
that a new constitution can enshrine all of  their rights. 

So what are the lessons that we can learn from Nepal? 
Quotas are a useful step to increase participation, even 
if  they are a short-term solution and need to be matched 
with long-term programs to support women in politics 
and change the attitudes of  the public. A country’s ethnic 
mix must be well represented in its government if  their 
rights are to be protected. A local civil society must be nur-
tured and supported so that they can advocate effectively 
for a more participatory democracy. Finally, international 
support is crucial. An excellent Election Commission in 
Nepal was supported by the UN. Thousands of  interna-
tional and local election observers were deployed across 
the country. These activities directly and indirectly helped 
to raise awareness about democracy in Nepal as well in-
crease the participation of  women and youth in the demo-
cratic process.

Tendency of Women and Marginalized 
Groups in Asia

By recruiting observers from across Asia, ANFREL’s 
work strengthens civil society networks while facilitating 
the exchange of  information and experiences about dem-
ocratic development between people and leaders eager to 
learn from their Asian neighbours. This was very clear to 
me in East Timor, where civil society leaders were pas-
sionate, very capable, and keen to learn more about elec-
tion monitoring. 

We brought Asian experts to work with them and their lo-
cal observers became very skilful. ANFREL had the plea-
sure of  working directly with the Women’s Caucus for Pol-
itics, whose female observers showed that women can be 
just as good observers as men – if  not better! Sharing 
election experiences in Asia is one example of  how we 
are slowly moving away from a mentality of  “interference 
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in sovereign affairs” to one of  regional solidarity. Sharing 
knowledge in Asia can only bene• t grassroots participa-
tion in election processes. 

The experiences in Afghanistan had told us that Muslim 
women are desperate for political participation. After the 
collapse of  Taliban regime and during the presidential 
election in 2004, women were welcome to share their role 
to the men. Even though there were not many educated 
women who could do the high skill job but they were en-
thusiasm to work as polling of• cers and take part in elec-
tion as female candidates. With the international commu-
nity pressure , the election commission needed to have 2 
female commissioners on the commission . Special mea-
sures required to register women, who in the past were ex-
cluded from the political process. Due to the constraints of  
traditional Afghan culture, this required separate teams of  
men and women to register male and female voters. One 
woman contested at the presidential election in June 2004. 
The election commission (JEMB) had provided a quota 
system for women to allow women candidates to contest 
at the parliamentary election 2005. More women contested 
in this election and many female voters turn out.

In Nepal, the system tries to give a chance for marginalized 
groups to take part in the parliament. Proportional Repre-
sentative (PR) lists are subject to a number of  quotas de-
signed to guarantee broader representation in the general 
election. All lists must be at least 50 percent female, irre-
spective of  the size of  the list. PR lists must also abide by 
the following quotas for traditionally marginalized and un-
der-represented groups:
• 37.8 % for Oppressed Caste/Indigenous groups
• 31.2 % for Madhesi ethnic group
• 30.2 % for Other groups
• 13 % for Dalits, comprised of  8 major caste   
 groups and 25 identi• ed sub-castes
• 4 % for Backward regions

There must be at least 50% women in each of  these ca-
tegories.

ANFREL has invited Muslim’s female observers from 
Asia (Indonesia, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Thailand, Bangla-
desh, Malaysia, Sri Lanka) to observe the elections and join 
the trainings. 

Prisoners Rights to Vote

Nepal is one of  the few countries in Asia that has done 
away with capital punishment, even though there are many 
serious crimes and prisoners have not been prevented 
from voting. It is because the state cares for the elector-
al rights of  all groups of  people here, except for the in-
ternally displaced persons (IDPs) and the landless. They 
provided polling stations outside the prisons and allow all 
prisoners to cast their votes. Such is the practice that has 
been observed, in elections in Indonesia, East Timor and 
Afghanistan, but has not been seen in many established 
democracies. 

Prisoners in these countries are considered as citizens still 
and allowing them electoral rights will make them feel that 
they are part of  democratic society. The country is their 
homeland and they too have a stake in its future and a 
responsibility to ful• l, even from behind the bars. They 
should be given the opportunity to vote for those whom 
they feel may improve the living conditions in the prisons, 
do more for rehabilitation programs for the prisoners and 
try to get innocent people languishing in prisons out. It is 
not true that criminals will vote for other criminals to walk 
into parliament.

Allowing prisoners to cast their ballot also serves to re-
mind the politicians of  the existence of  this group of  peo-
ple and that they are an eternal part of  the society and 
country. Politicians and administrative bodies know that 
prisoners are voters whose votes can impact electoral re-
sults. They must take care of  them in prison, see that pris-
on conditions are not inhumane and do not violate the 
fundamental human rights of  prisoners.

Post Conflict Democracy in Aceh

Aceh was the • rst mission for ANFREL to observe and 
witness the historical elections at the local level, in one 
province, which were also the biggest direct local elections 
in Indonesia. The historical post con! ict election was to 
select one governor and nineteen mayors. All observers 
had exchanged their experiences with grassroots and civil 
society organizations about the social, economic, and cul-
tural background of  Acehnese including sensitive areas. 
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The con• ict in Aceh lasted for 30 years and continued un-
til the tsunami struck the region in December 2004. By 
some estimate over 15,000 Acehnese died in • ghting be-
tween the Free Aceh Movement (GAM)   and the Indo-
nesian government (TNI). The GAM demanded indepen-
dence and were unsatis• ed with national spending, use 
of  natural resources and human rights matters. Many at-
tempts at reconciliation such as the Cession of  Hostilities 
Agreement (COHA) failed, as did cease• re agreements.

The three parties of  agreement signatory in Helsinki
 The social and environmental impacts of  the tsunami 
eventually pushed both sides to compromise. While dis-
putes remained between the TNI and GAM, they began 
to prioritize the redevelopment of  Aceh. The Finnish 
Government played an instrumental role as mediator, and 
was able to convince representatives from the Indonesian 
Government and Free Aceh Movement to sign the Helsin-
ki Agreement on August 15, 2005 . 

The Indonesian government granted special autonomy to 
Aceh, agreed to release the GAM prisoners and made a 
number of  economic concessions. The GAM dropped its 
demands for independence and agreed to hand over 900 
weapons for destruction.

The support provided to ANFREL by the Finnish Foun-
dation for Human Rights (KIOS) was a crucial contribu-
tion to the promotion of  free and fair elections in Aceh 
and democratic development in Indonesia generally. Civil 
society activists and advocates for democracy from nine 
countries were recruited as ANFREL’s observers, and all 
showed remarkable interest and enthusiasm in contribut-
ing to a stable election environment in Aceh. Although no 
women participated as candidates, half  the voter turnouts 
were women. The elections of  11th December 2006 were 
much more important for the stability and inclusiveness of  
Acehnese society than we had • rst anticipated.
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The December 2006 elections in Aceh/Indonesia, the 
leaders of  GAM won the elections and have been elected 
to the post of  Governor and Deputy Governor now. The 
election has successfully brought the underground move-
ment into the political mainstream integrating it with full 
democratic participation.

ANFREL’s mandate was to carry out • eldwork to observe 
the quality of  the election environment, the electoral pro-
cess, and the human rights situation in the post-con• ict, 
post-tsunami period. Besides its international observers 
ANFREL engaged local civil society organizations whose 
assistance was very much appreciated, as is the support 
and concern of  KIOS. Today, Aceh is stable and success-
ful. This shows the bene• t that well planned support by 
the international community can have. By investing time 
and resources in establishing peace and holding elections, 
you can be rewarded with a more participatory and stable 
government. 

From a birds-eye view of  the Asian situation, there is much 
to say about Asian political developments in the past few 
years, and even more with respect to what may happen in 
Asia from 2009 onward. 
This is just a small part of  what have been happening in 
Asian democracy and Asian elections. ANFREL and its 
member organizations in 15 countries have made great 
progress, and grassroots participation is improving. But we 
still have a long way to go. With your help and moral sup-
port, I hope we can achieve it. 

Ms. Somsri Hananuntasuk has a Bachelor degree in 
Business Administration from Ramkhamkaeng Uni-
versity in Bangkok, Thailand, and a Master degree on 
Human Rights from Mahidol University in Thailand. 
Ms. Somsri Hananuntasuk has been working for the 
Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL) since its 
establishment in 1997 and is currently the Executive 
Director. She has also been the Chair of Amnesty In-
ternational Thailand. Ms. Somsri Hananuntasuk has 
observed elections in various countries, including the 
election in Aceh in December 2006. She also visited 
Burma during the referendum for the new constitu-
tion this year.
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Building the Capacity of People’s Movement: Enforci ng 
the Participation into Electoral Processes in Nairo bi’s 
Informal Settlements 

Mr. James Odindo Opiata, Executive Director
Economic and Social Rights Centre Hakijamii

The December 2007 General Elections was, arguably, the 
most interesting and most ironic in the Kenya’s post-in-
dependent history. It was the tenth elections since Kenya 
attained political independence in 1963. It was the fourth 
one being held after the re-introduction of  multiparty pol-
itics in 1992; it was the • rst one where the incumbent 
was facing an unusually stiff  opposition and where the 
pre-election pollsters were giving the challenger an almost 
clear lead.

It was also one where the campaign passions were running 
high and where the campaign was so intense and almost 
the entire population was kind of  involved; it was the • rst 
one where the post-election con• ict almost consumed the 
entire nation in an orgy of  violence hitherto never wit-
nessed. It was perhaps the latter development that was to 
capture the attention of  the World through cable televi-
sion and other news outlets.

Any of  the above aspects of  that election would be a suf-
• cient topic in itself. Sadly this paper will not directly ad-
dress any of  them. It will instead concentrate on an aspect 
of  almost any election that invariably goes unnoticed. We 
want to brie• y talk those who thrive in anonymity; those 
who are the invisible face of  all struggles; those who we at 
times refer to as the marginalized; the poor; the cheering 
crowd or the excluded. In fact we just cannot make up our 
mind who exactly they are!

People’s Movement and Politics: Some His-
torical Perspectives

Contrary to popular belief, the participation of  the mass-
es in politics is not a recent phenomenon in Kenyan poli-
tics. The anti-colonial struggle was characterized by gen-
uine popular mobilization that resulted in the formation 
of  popular organizations. These organizations were large-
ly informed, not by abstract conception of  human rights 
but by struggles for concrete aspirations revolving around 
freedoms, dignity and ful• lment of  basic human needs like 
adequate food, shelter land, education, water and health-
care. 

People organized around issues that most preoccupied 
them. Indeed the entire liberation struggle was waged 
around these concrete issues.

The success and legitimacy of  the anti-colonial leaders was 
derived from their ability to capture and relate to these is-
sues. The driving force was thus organic to and largely in-
formed by these speci• c concrete conditions of  existence. 
The upshot of  the above argument is that of  the obser-
vance or violations of  human. 

It is one of  those unfortunate ironies of  history that once 
the anti-colonial leaders assumed political power, they em-
barked on a systematic process of  not only delegitimizing 
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the role of  the masses in the liberation struggle but went 
ahead to demobilize these popular organizations. 

Having been the • rst bene• ciaries of  the triumph of  the 
struggle for human rights, they now proceeded to deny 
these same rights to those who, in the • rst place, had been 
at the vanguard of  • ghting for these rights. 
 
They arrogated to themselves the role of  ‘sole developers” 
and the masses were merely seen as bene• ciaries. Instead 
of  democratizing the state, they transformed the emerging 
post colonial state into an instrument of  oppression and 
primitive accumulation of  wealth.

The popular and democratic organizations that had made 
it possible for them to gain power were now seen as ob-
stacles to “development”. Popular participation in gover-
nance was considered as a hindrance to this new theo-
ry of  “development”. Development would henceforth be 
brought by the government. To agitate for human rights 
and popular participation in politics was considered as a 
luxury that the new government could ill afford. 

An argument that gained currency then was that human 
rights and development are not only different but more so 
that human rights and popular participation would slow 
down development. If  human rights and popular partici-
pation had been the moral/ideological ground upon which 
independence was fought and won, this was now declared 
to be irrelevant and a fertile ground for insurgency and 
other enemies of  development

The people and their popular organizations had no fur-
ther a role to play except perhaps as part of  the “cheering 
crowd”. Participation in politics was henceforth con• ned 
to the ritual of  periodic elections. Poverty, and not rights, 
was declared to be the major enemy.
 
The pillars of  human rights namely popular participation, 
accountability and transparency were replaced by the rule 
by “development experts” and a centralized bureaucracy.

Popular people’s organizations like the trade unions or 
peasant associations were ruthlessly suppressed or at best 
subordinated to or incorporated into the omnipresent and 
all knowing State. This was the golden age of  the develop-

ment expert, the relief  expert and the con• ict resolution 
expert. Pluralism, which was the hallmark of  the anti-colo-
nial struggle, became anathema to the new ruling class. 

In order to institutionalize this new hegemony the one 
party authoritarianism occasionally interposed with mili-
tary dictatorship were exalted as epitomes of  the new lib-
eration order. Indeed one party authoritarianism was seen 
as a necessary trade-off  between democracy and develop-
ment. The shift from rights to ‘development” was more or 
less complete. 

The Rebirth and Resurrection of Popular 
Participation

The immediate post-colonial government clearly made re-
markable improvements with regard to the provision of  
such rights as health care and education. By the end of  the 
1970s average life expectancy, infant and child mortality 
rates, nutritional status of  the young and primary educa-
tion enrolment all showed remarkable improvements. For 
a while it looked like the “development • rst” approach 
was clearly wining the day.

The honey moon was however soon to come to an end. 
The end of  the 1970s found the Government in serious 
economic crisis. Saddled with high debts; with low or neg-
ative economic growths; having neglected the develop-
ment of  the internal productive forces; with a population 
that no longer felt to be part of  the governing system, in-
ternal popular discontent grew and repression intensi• ed.

The fall of  the Berlin Wall witnessed a strategic shift. 
Western governments that had turned a blind eye to the 
authoritarian Moi regime now added the introduction of  
multi-party democracy, human rights, “good governance” 
as part of  the new conditionalities for receiving aid. 

Multi-party democracy and human rights were now part 
of  making the external conditionality. The local popular 
movements that had been the victims of  the repressive re-
gime were not directly involved in this new discourse. The 
new dispensation made no attempt to link the ongoing 
struggles with the fundamental issue of  power inequality. 
Emphasis was placed on the need to enact laws, create new 
institutions and have opposition parties not the underlying 
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unequal power relationship. The new political parties were 
unsurprising dominated by the vet same political class that 
had been there during the one party dictatorship. 

No serious questions were asked as to why the party sys-
tem was so lamentably weak, whose interest the parties 
served; whose interest would be threatened if  there were 
to be fundamental reforms.

Party politics was conveniently divorced from the every-
day struggles of  the people and became not avenues for 
resistance but an industry for the so called party activists. 
The parties became the domain of  the same power elite. 
The people whose daily life is a struggle for survival were 
made to think that popular participation is not for them; 
that there are people whose purpose in life is to struggle 
on their behalf  and de• ne for them their agenda and to 
play the role of  the missionary.

Instead of  letting the people speak for themselves through 
their own organizations as was the case during the anti co-
lonial struggle, the new political parties created a buffer 
zone between the people and power and elevated “partici-
pation by substitution” to the level of  a democratic ideal. 
Most of  the parties became pots for making money not 
movements for resolving the exiting injustices and ineq-
uities. 

But the truth is politics, to most of  the suffering majority, 
is a matter of  life and death. From the rural dweller de-
prived of  basic health care and land, the mother who is un-
aware that the next pregnancy is not an inexorable fate, the 
city dweller living in fear of  the burglar or in a shack, the 
worker owed several months in arrears of  wages... to the 
group of  rural women seeking access to land so that they 
may send their children to school with its proceeds, the 
people are acutely aware of  the injustices in• icted upon 
them. It is within this context that the 2007 General elec-
tions were making a kind of  a turning point.

The 2007 General Elections: The First Step 
Towards Reclaiming the Lost Space?

It is common in many current forums about the state of  
democracy in the developing countries to talk about the 
expansion of  the democratic space. 

What is not very commonly talked about is the question as 
to who exactly has occupied that new space.

Pius Owino K’Otieno is a young man staying in Kib-
era. During the post lection crisis his face was one of  the 
commonest on CNN commenting on the then unfolding 
events. What was perhaps not very well known was the 
fact that he was one of  the few residents of  people’s set-
tlements who had unsuccessfully attempted to seek politi-
cal power as a way of  asserting the right of  the excluded 
to directly participate in key public decision – making pro-
cesses. His story is the story of  many others like him who 
have taken up the challenge to test the limits of  some of  
the fundamental democratic practices, namely elections, as 
a way of  enabling the marginalized to get to the centre of  
power.

K’Otieno was and is still one of  those who have been part 
of  advocacy training program in Nairobi. In one of  the 
forums an intense debate on power took place and after 
a very long discourse a consensus emerged that it is fal-
lacious for those who do not have power to imagine that 
they can dialogue with power or engage those in power. 
The only solution, it was agreed was for those without 
power to seek and • ght to get power. One way of  doing 
this, it was suggested was to contest for elections and get 
to the table where key decisions are made. Politics, it was 
argued, was the highest level of  advocacy. It seemed to 
make sense.

The group developed a peoples’ manifesto and we thought 
that that was the end of  the matter. We were wrong.
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As a • rst step K’Otieno became part of  the • rst group 
to concretize the discussion: he decided to contest a local 
government seat during the 2007 General Elections. From 
now I want you to hear him in his own words. 

Pius Owino Kotieno in His Own Words

I am a young mature person who lives in the people settle-
ment of  Kibera. I have stayed there for over 15 years. In 
my short stint in Kibera and especially as a political activ-
ist, I have managed to be informed by issues that are perti-
nent to the voters and to the residents at large.
 
My profound knowledge on issues affecting people liv-
ing in Kibera has been helped by one fact that I am mem-
ber of  Nairobi peoples settlement that deals with human 
rights advocacy, capacity among other things. It has been 
from this movement that I have drawn lessons and strate-
gies for managing and rally the people behind my course.

As a person who ran for councillor or civic seat in last 
year’s general election, I have insights that I learnt in my 
cause for canvassing and seeking votes. During that period 
I was able to meet voters, who suffered from voter apathy, 
which they attributed to the fact that every • ve years their 
votes have not transformed their lives, accessing politi-
cians after they vote them in becomes a problem. All these 
problems have made ordinary folks to think that there is 
nothing meaningful to vote for. 

Among serious problem lies the political party organiza-
tions, and their lack of  clear ideologies or philosophies 
that members would espouse or subscribe to. Items found 
in these parties can be summarized as “cut copy and paste” 
meaningful manifestoes that are the result of  people de-
liberations and participations lacking. The only redress 
would be introduction of  independent political candidates 
though that is not recognized in the New Political Par-
ties Act of  2007. Management and social organization of  
these parties is seriously dented and locks the poor from 
reaching decision making organs.

Kenya’s politics is highly and seriously ethnicized making 
politics and running for political of• ce highly tribal and so 
getting support from a section of  the opposite community 
becomes dif• cult. 

The inadequate capacity of  members of  community to 
grasp and understand issues involved in elections or politi-
cal contest makes it even dif• cult for contestants to artic-
ulate their issues. Community members are not aware of  
their rights and privileges that are connected with electoral 
issues. Many voters and candidates resort to voter bribery 
or voter buying.

Political patronage has played a signi• cant role in imped-
ing democracy and civil liberties. Patronage has been close-
ly used by people who feel they are close to party leaders 
and so they would circumvent any process to get away 
with anything wrong as long as they are declared the win-
ners This patronage could be in form of  friendship, being 
a relative to any political leader or amount of  money that 
one pumps into a given political party.

Lack of  resources/funding for political activities to the 
youth has been a bottle neck. Some of  the organization 
only fund women at parliamentary and not men i.e. Centre 
for Multi Party Democracy. This practice locks out genu-
ine candidates, it is discriminatory and the biggest obstacle 
in ascending to top leadership.

Dissenting voices could easily be dismissed by pointing 
at the improved health facilities, the massive enrolment in 
primary schools and other obvious improvements. At any 
rate it would have taken a spectacularly inept government 
not to be an improvement on the inhuman colonial state.

The inability and insuf• cient skills and capacity to man-
age campaign have also proved to be one key area where 
candidates have performed poorly. Campaigns have been 
managed haphazardly making campaigns to lack credible 
impact that can turn into votes.

Women and special interest groups have been left to the 
periphery because of  the political terrain of  the country. 
Women have been constantly denied their right to make a 
choice by their husbands because of  patriarchal society in 
which we live in. Men will tell them who to vote for and 
go to the extent of  even con• scating their IDs and vot-
ers cards.
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Strategies for marginalized groups:

1. The • rst strategy that can be forwarded is to build ca-
pacity of  this constituency. This task involves human rights 
training, advocacy and any other agenda that would con-
tribute positively in transforming their mind sets. From my 
own experience marginalized groups are pessimistic peo-
ple who always feel that can’t do anything on their own.

2. Inculcating a spirit and culture where people are orga-
nized to come up with there own local manifestos at local 
level or national level. This process must also resonate well 
with people’s needs and interest.

3. Deliberate attempts and efforts towards identi• cation 
of  issues that need to be tackled and solutions that can 
be prescribed. This process will enable the marginalized 
groups to engage their candidates on issues unlike when 
they are blank and engage themselves on sideshows and 
narrow partisan issues. 

4. Civic education especially political leadership training is 
very important as it would allow candidates to offer trans-
formative leadership, as many green horn candidates come 
in because of  euphoria or because of  ill-gotten money.

5. Although resources would stimulate ones campaign it 
is not a panacea for victory. Resources should only be set 
aside for logistic purpose and in particular, posters, ap-
plication fee, and any other relevant fee apart from hand 
outs. It will be necessary to do this because parties tend 
to raise high fees locking people with potential from con-
testing.

In conclusion contestants must acknowledge that this is a 
process and not an event that leads to success or wealth 
accumulation. It must be an honest struggle that cham-
pions for advancement of  peoples dignity. One must re-
main consistent, persistent and patient (CPP) even in times 
when push comes to shove. 

Conclusion

I would want to add on to what K’Otieno has shared with 
you but let say the following:
 
All organizations and people who work human rights 
must rethink politics. The conventional negative attitude 
towards must change. Politics is not necessarily about par-
ty af• liation. Politics is about transforming the unequal 
power relations.

Politics is about addressing and redressing the unfair dis-
tribution of  resources and equitable distribution of  the 
same.

Politics is about transparent decision-making. 
Politics is about broad-based participation.
Politics is about dealing with exclusion and bringing in 
those who are excluded to the negotiating table.
Politics is about fairness and accountability.

That is why we must continue to support and work with 
all those, throughout, the World are being continuously ex-
cluded. That is why we cannot remain apolitical in a world 
and system where millions are marginalized.

Mr. James Odindo Opiata has a LL.B (Hons) from 
the University of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. He has 
worked as an attorney and since 2005 as the Execu-
tive Director of the Economic and Social Rights Centre 
Hakijamii in Kenya. Hakijamii works to support com-
munity-based social rights advocacy. The objectives 
are to strengthen the capacity of grass-root organisa-
tions to claim their rights and to raise the awareness 
and knowledge on economic and social rights.
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Closing Words

Ms. Elisabeth Tigerstedt-Tähtelä
Member of KIOS Executive Board
Finnish League for Human Rights

During two days we have had the pleasure to be informed 
about participation in elections and in developing demo-
cratic processes in parts of  Asia and in speci• c countries 
such as in Uganda, Namibia, Nepal and Thailand. Spe-
cial attention was paid to the participation of  women and 
youth. The introductions on country situations gave us ex-
tremely interesting and at times in even jolly information 
resulting in lively discussions. Many thanks to you, you 
brave and active people. 

Democracy

We can conclude that democracy represents an ideal of  
popular participation. There exist many forms for democ-
racy. We usually say that democracy means interaction with 
others in order to create a common good. The concept 
of  the common good varies and it depends on the inter-
est of  individuals and groups of  people. Human rights 
for everyone certainly represent the common good and 
should serve as a common basis for developing states into 
democracies. 

We can also note that democracy cannot be imposed by an 
edict, through violence or dishonesty (fraud). Neither can 
foreign states or powers impose democracy. It has to grow 
from the grassroots. Large participation is important but 
also critical minds. The process is long and we need good 
leaders. Free and fair elections are essential. 

We have come to the conclusion that democracy should 
be based on the rule of  law. We also need good gover-
nance, transparency in policy making and in allocation of  
resources. 

Important aspects are also separation of  power between 
1) the decision makers (parliament), 2) the executive (gov-
ernment) and 3) the judiciary. Hardly any country gets full 
points in these contexts. 
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Civil Society Involvement

We can also say that after all most of  the misery and pov-
erty in the world can be attributed to the policies of  the 
states. The NGO:s involved in the promotion of  human 
rights are functioning as the conscience of  the state in this 
respect. 

The Landmines Treaty and the rati• cation of  the Inter-
national Criminal Court were largely the work of  interna-
tional NGOs as well as the corruption perception index, 
which has become well known since 1995. Also the Beijing 
process resulting in the Platform for Action 1995 was a re-
sult of  intensive global NGO co-operation. 

Implementation of Human Rights

I want to underline that not only people in the develop-
ing countries lack democracy and human rights. In fact all 
states in the world need to focus more on equality between 
men and women, the rights of  minorities, of  children, on 
the freedoms such as the freedom of  opinion and speech 
as well as other political rights. 

We also need better social rights as the rights to life, health, 
to education, work and security, and a cleaner environ-
ment. We do not need global warming and certainly not 
the • nancial crises. We, the taxpayers, are paying for the 
whole lot. 

When talking about the participation of  youth we have to 
note that human rights education should start at school. 
The Convention on the Rights of  the Child acknowledges 
the right of  the child to participate, to have an opinion, to 
express it and have it taken into consideration. 

In the world of  today also the human rights NGOs have 
to learn more about how to identify the need for the pos-
sible changes in political processes. This is necessary be-
cause the implementation of  economic, social and cultural 
rights require legislation, infrastructures and policies and 
above all allocation of  budget resources. 

Poverty reduction requires redistribution of  resources to 
the poor through taxation policies. It is thus important 

that also the civil society has knowledge of  national econ-
omy; that is national and local budget procedures. 

Thank you

Ms. Elisabeth Tigerstedt-Tähtelä is a member of KIOS 
Executive Board and the Vice Chairperson of the Finn-
ish League for Human Rights.
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KIOS 10th Anniversary Seminar 21-22 October 2008

REALIZING DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS AT THE GRASSROOTS -

Experiences from Africa and Asia

Tuesday 21 October 2008 
Allergiatalon kongressikeskus, Paciuksenkatu 19

DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS IN GLOBAL CONTEXT – EXPERIENCES FROM NORTH AND SOUTH
chaired by Ms. Tuija Halmari, Member of  KIOS Executive Board,
Finnish Disabled People’s International Development Association FIDIDA

8:30 Registration and Coffee
9:00  Welcoming Remarks: 10 Years of  KIOS Promoting Human Rights
 Ms. Elisa Mikkola, Executive Director,
 The Finnish NGO Foundation for Human Rights KIOS
9:15 From Universal Suffrage to First Female President: Key Moments and Lessons to Be Learned from   
History of  Democratic Rights of  Women in Finland
 Ms. Pirkko Mäkinen, Ombudsman for Equality 
10:00  Advancing Participation of  Marginalised Groups: 
 Democratic Rights in Finland’s Development Policy 
 Ms. So• e From-Emmesberger, Head of  Unit,
 Unit for Human Rights Policy, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of  Finland
10:45  Break
11:00  North-South Local Authorities Cooperation: 
 Sharing Practices of  Good Governance between Namibia and Finland
 Mr. Herbert Schultz, Councillor,  City of  Windhoek, Namibia
12:00  Lunch

LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS FOR DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS OF WOMEN 
chaired by Ms. Eekku Aromaa, Member of  KIOS Executive Board, Committee of  100 in Finland

13:00  Creating a Gender Sensitive Constitution and Putting It into Practice: 
 Women’s Participation in Democratic Process in Uganda
 Ms. Peace T. Kyamureku, Secretary General,
 National Association of  Women Organisations in Uganda NAWOU, Uganda
14:15  Break
14:30  Women’s Participation in Creating a New Democratic Society: 
 the Peace and Constitution-Building Process in Nepal
 Dr. Renu Rajbhandari, Chairperson, Women’s Rehabilitation Center Nepal WOREC, Nepal
 
15:45  Closing Words 
 Ms. Elisa Mikkola, Executive Director,  The Finnish NGO Foundation for Human Rights KIOS

16:00–17:30  Cocktail
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Wednesday 22 October 2008
Allergiatalon kongressikeskus, Paciuksenkatu 19

ROLE OF YOUTH IN CHANGING DEMOCRATIC PROCESSES
chaired by Mr. Kim Remitz, Member of  KIOS Executive Board,
Finnish Refugee Council

8:30 Coffee
9:00  Opening Words
 Ms. Elisa Mikkola, Executive Director,
 The Finnish NGO Foundation for Human Rights KIOS
9:15 Youth as a Catalyst to Democratic Change in Africa: 
 The Case of  Kenyan Elections 
 Mr. George Kogolla, Executive Director,
 Youth Alive! Kenya
10:30  Break
10:45  Youth as Builders of  the New Political Culture: 
 Cooperation across Political Party Lines in Nepal
 Mr. Sowyamvu Raj Dangol, Central Committee Member, 
 Democratic National Youth Federation, 
 Representative from DEMO Finland 
 programme for political youth and student organizations in Nepal
12:00  Lunch

ELECTORAL PROCESSES AND GRASSROOTS PARTICIPATION
chaired by Ms. Sari Varpama, Executive Director,
Political Parties of  Finland for Democracy (DEMO Finland)

13:00  Election Observation from Grassroots Perspective: 
 Experiences from Asia
 Ms. Somsri Hananuntasuk, Executive Director,
 Asian Network for Free Elections ANFREL, Thailand 
14:15  Coffee
14:30  Building the Capacity of  People’s Movement: 
 Enforcing the Participation into Electoral Processes in Nairobi’s Informal Settlements 
 Mr. James Odindo Opiata, Executive Director,
 Economic and Social Rights Centre Hakijamii, Kenya

15:45-16.00  Closing Words
 Ms. Elisabeth Tigerstedt-Tähtelä, Member of  KIOS Executive Board,
 Finnish League for Human Rights
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Johansson Eeva, Save the Children Finland• 
Joshi Padam Raj, Nepal National Student Federation • 
(NNSF)
Juntunen Sanna, The Finnish NGO Foundation for • 
Human Rights KIOS
Kamatuka Gerson, City of  Windhoek• 

Karanko Kari, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of  Fin-• 
land
Ketokoski-Rexed Anja-Riitta, Ministry for Foreign • 
Affairs of  Finland
Kogolla George, Youth Alive! Kenya• 
Koistinen Mari , FIDIDA - Finnish Disabled People’s • 
International Development Association
Kukkamaa Tiina, Save the Children Finland• 
Kumar Manish, Nepal Youth Forum (NYF)• 
Kuria Peter, Siemenpuu Foundation• 
Kyamureku Peace T., National Association of  Wom-• 
en Organisations in Uganda NAWOU
Lahtinen Matti, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of  Fin-• 
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