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PREFACE 

The National Policy on the Advancement of Women has been developed from materials 

collected from reports of National Workshops and Seminars on Women in Development- related 

topics, from National Consultations, various WID Consultancy reports, National Policy on 

Women of other African countries, Presidential and National Budget Speeches, the Human 

Development Report of 1998, Sectoral Policies as well as Instruments to which Sierra Leone is a 

signatory. 

The Policy provides conducive environment, which will allow women to improve their status 

and participation, to empower them and enhance their capacities as agents of change and 

beneficiaries of political and economic development, thus ensuring the full use of human 

resources for national development. It provides integrated guidelines for evaluating the activities 

of government department/institutions, civil society organizations, donor agencies and NGOs 

that are engaged in implementing Women in Development programmes. 

The Policy’s introduction underscores the fact that because women’s contribution to the national 

economy is acknowledged and yet is undervalued, there is a need for their full integration into 

the development process in order to increase their contribution for national development. 

Indicators of women’s underdevelopment are then examined and used as the rationale for the 

adoption by Government of  a National Policy that would specifically address these inequities 

with a view of finding appropriate and lasting solutions. 

The Policy has Goals and prioritized Objectives, as well as Guiding Principles. The Policy 

content is in two parts: General and Sectoral. 

The General content outlines the areas where women can exercise their rights in line with one of 

Government’ guiding principles in enunciating this policy, namely, that women’s issues are 

human rights 

In the sectoral content, five sectors are addressed, namely, Agriculture, Education, Health and 

Sanitation, Employment and Income and Conflict, Peace Building and Decision-Making. 

In each sector there is an introduction which gives a brief description of women’s performance 

and the constraints they face in the sector, this is followed by the objectives that Government 

wishes to achieve by addressing the problems women face in the sector, strategies for facilitating 

the achievement of the objectives are outlined and government actions are then enumerated. In 

addition to Government action, other actors are called upon to play identified roles to 

complement Government action. 

The final chapter of the Policy sets out the Implementation Strategy. This involves the 

establishment of structures within the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender and Children’s Affairs 

and all other Ministries, Institutions and Organization of Civil Society. These structures (Focal 



Points) are to ensure the incorporation of women’s issues, concerns and needs into the plans and 

programmes of their respective ministries, institution and organizations. They are to monitor and 

evaluate the activities, programmes and projects of the various ministries, institutions and 

organizations with a view to ensuring that women benefit from various activities, programmes 

and projects. The Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW) within the Ministry of Social 

Welfare, Gender and Children’s Affairs in particular, co-ordinates donor programmes for women 

to ensure that there are no duplication and dissipation of resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NATIONAL POLICY ON THE ADVANCEMENT OF WOMEN 

I.   INTRODUCTION   

The Government of Sierra Leone recognizes that all available human resources need to be 

harnessed to achieve maximum development based on optimizing productivity levels among 

women and men. 

Women constitute 51.3% of the Sierra Leone population. It is estimated that 60% - 80% of 

women earn their living through agricultural activities and that women are engaged in 90% of 

food production. Over 90% of women in rural areas are illiterate. Their views are seldom heard 

and the rights to resources, social justice and well being are most times neglected. Nevertheless 

they have demonstrated their ability to perform their multiple roles as child bearers, health and 

food providers and income-earners, with considerable responsibility. Skills and qualities in 

performing these tasks include basic management techniques, resilience, resourcefulness that 

could be harnessed for national development. 

Women’s key role in all areas of the economy within the public and private sector is well known 

but their contribution has been undervalued and is invariably taken for granted. The development 

of the nation and the potential for their increasing that contribution cannot be over-emphasized. 

This calls for full integration in the development process both as contributors to and as 

beneficiaries of development. 

The National Policy on Women addresses this issue. It identifies critical issues, which will 

facilitate the reorientation of processes necessary for achieving full integration of women into 

development process. 

II.     RATIONALE  

The following indicators of Sierra Leone Women’s underdevelopment highlight their poor 

performance levels in political, social and economic sectors and justify the urgency for the 

enunciation of a National Policy on Women in Development. 

Women make up 51.3% of the nation’s population and constitute the majority of the rural labour 

force. They are responsible for the future generation and future labour force provide over 80% of 

the labour that produces over 70% of the nations food supply. They are generally responsible for 

food security at family and community levels and are primarily the home managers, community 

organizers and caregivers for children, the sick and the elderly.  

It is not therefore surprising that women work longer hours at their multiple roles than men, 

often with uncertain and more limited resources, lower rewards and public recognition. In 

addition, women’s voices are seldom heard in national policy making. Adult literacy rate is 

higher among women (81%) than men (60%), because fewer girls 24% than boys 43% are 



registered in educational institutions, and the high school drop out rate among girls is due to 

early marriage, higher demand for female labour at home and teenage pregnancies.  

Although life expectancy for women is about 41.3 years, with fertility rate of about 6.1 children 

per woman, stress, as a result of long hours of work, high maternal mortality rate, women’s 

health status is poor. Poor nutrition among women is indicated by high incidence of anemia, low 

birth weights and protein energy deficiency. 

According to Sierra Leone Human Development Report of 1988, in the formal sector 

employment, women account for 40.5% of the clerical cadre and only 8% of the administrative 

and management cadre. The sectors in which women are commonly employed are agriculture, 

where they constitute 55% of the labour force. In the professional/technical, 

administrative/managerial categories, the gap between women and men is even wider.  

Labour laws that should protect women in the formal sector are often not properly implemented. 

Tax laws and employment benefit often discriminate against women. Little support is given for 

childcare to working mothers. In addition, more than three sets of laws- customary, religious, 

common/civil-determine issues that govern women’s lives and yet most of them are 

contradictory and impinge on women’s reproductive and productive rights.  

Over 90% of women work in the informal sector. They predominate in agriculture, although they 

cannot own land; they also predominate in trading and small-scale enterprises but very limited 

access to credit, relevant training, information and technology essential for optimal performance.  

This situation justifies the development of a national policy on women to specifically address 

these and other inequities with a view to finding solutions to the social and development 

problems of women.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



(The Table below illustrates the points made above) 
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SOURCE: SIERRA LEONE HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT 1998 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



III.    PRINCIPLES  

The guiding principles underlying this Policy are as follows: 

The Government upholds the principles entrenched in the Constitution of Sierra Leone which 

guarantee equal rights for men and women. 

The Government’s commitment to implementing the provisions of the UN Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women which it ratified on the 11th 

November 1988, and all other International Instruments and decisions relating to the 

advancement of women. 

The Government’s commitment to restructuring the national economy, reorientating educational, 

political and social institutions so as to ensure equity, social justice, and the well being of all, 

through sustainable development. 

Government’s view of Women’s issues as Human Rights issues as well as Development issues. 

 

IV.    GOALS 

The goals of this National Policy on the Advancement of Women are as follows: 

 To fully integrate women in the development process, to empower them, enhance their 

capacities as agents of economic, social and political development and in this way ensure 

the full development of human resources for national development. 

 To achieve national awareness and respect for women’s rights as citizens and as agents 

and beneficiaries of development. 

 To ensure that all forms of discrimination against and abuse of women are eliminated. 

 To ensure the elimination of attitudinal, cultural, traditional, legal and religious 

constraints to greater recognition of and respect for and improvement of the status and 

situation of women. 

 To ensure that ingrained legal, cultural, religious, political, customary and economic 

practices that present obstacles to the advancement of the status of women are removed.  

 

V.    OBJECTIVES  

Long – Term 

1. To help women to liberate themselves from economic, social and political backwardness, 

to improve their situation and status and to strengthen/enhance their participation in all 

aspects of national development. 

 

2. To empower women by enhancing opportunities for education, improved health, 

employment, training, skills acquisition which will improve their ability to alleviate 



poverty, increase their gains for the economy and increase their ability to manage their 

families and communities. 

 

Medium – Term 

1. To ensure respect for women’s rights and emphasize their full involvement in the 

country’s development 

2. To facilitate women’s access to resources essential for their improved standards of living, 

poverty alleviation and increased production i.e. credit, more efficient health care, land, 

education, greater share of the market at local, national and international levels. 

3. To encourage the establishment of women’s networks at all levels for the horizontal and 

vertical interaction for national benefit between women at all levels of society. The 

networks will encourage mobilization of all women for participatory democracy, 

development, sharing of information, technological innovations essential for production 

and reduction of the drudgery of women’s work.  

 

Short – Term/Immediate 

1. To promote and strengthen technologies, which will lighten women’s workload, raise 

their income and provide time for self-improvement. 

2. To institutionalize women’s issues at various levels for the co-ordination and monitoring 

of activities aimed at the empowerment of women for their full integration in the 

development process and for the implementation of the National Policy on the 

Advancement of Women. 

3. To provide integrated guidelines for programmes of action and for evaluating the 

activities of government departments, private sector organizations, donor agencies, and 

NGOs and women’s groups who sponsor or are involved with women in development 

programmes. 

4. To provide the basis and rationale to institutionalize channels that increase women’s 

access, in a regular and sustainable manner, to resources essential for their improved 

standards of living, to poverty alleviation and increased productivity-credit, more 

efficient health care, land, education, greater share of the market at local, national and 

international levels. 

 

IV.     POLICY CONTENT 

A.       GENERAL 

This Policy recognizes that women’s rights are Human Rights and in this respect reiterates that: 

 

 Women shall have the right to express their opinions in either verbal or written form to 

assemble, to organize, to work in government and non-governmental organizations, to 

establish different organizations based on their own interests or elect and to be elected as 

stated in the United Nations Universal Declaration on Human Rights. 



 Women shall have the right to work at any level of government, from the village level to 

the central level. They have the right to work in positions of authority, the right to equal 

payment and the right to participate in the decision-making process at all levels. The 

Government will develop mechanisms to ensure that these rights are respected. 

 Women shall have right to participate in land distribution and ownership, education and 

provision of basic social services in order to improve the living standards o society, to 

boost community development, social security and social welfare. 

 Women shall have the right to equal job opportunities, payment, promotion, appointment 

and training. 

 Women shall have the right to education at all levels, in both academic and technical 

fields; the right to study the same curriculum as men; and the right to choose any fields of 

specialization  

 Women shall have the right to primary health care, family planning and other basic 

services, and they should be made aware that they have the right to request these services. 

 Women shall have the right to receive and utilize information on all social and public 

services rendered by governmental and non-governmental organizations.  

 Women shall the right to equal benefits from civil legislation and political, economic and 

social rights, as well as to equal protection under the law.  

 Women who are victims of war and man-made disasters and who due to this, become the 

sole heads of households, disabled, displaced etc., shall have the right to short – term 

assistance from the Government. 

 Women shall have right to proportional representation in all national, sub-regional, 

regional and International Committees/Commissions.  

 

In this respect, 

 

 Government shall enhance women’s access to all resources essential for production. 

 Government shall double its efforts to eliminate constraints to women’s access to 

resources posed by customary and religious laws governing women’s rights, and 

women’s ability to enter into contract and access credit or capital through inheritances or 

through legal contracts. 

 Government shall take appropriate steps to increase women’s participation in policy and 

decision - making at national, provincial, district and local levels as well as in the 

membership of Parliament. This will increase women’s participation in governance and 

in the political processes. It will pave the way for their integration into legislative, 

decision and policy – making processes. 

 To avoid duplication among programmes and to ensure that they have a positive impact 

on women’s lives, Government shall develop mechanisms for co-ordination and 

monitoring. 

 

1. AGRICULTURE 

 

Introduction  

Women provide more than 80% of farm labour for food production, processing, distribution 

and food preparation. Being farmers in their own rights, they are basically responsible for 

food security at family and community levels. Because of cultural, political and economic 



conditions, women farmers remain disadvantaged by unequal access to land for agriculture, 

they have less access to technical and financial inputs than their male counterparts. New 

technologies are often applied to male tasks leaving women at low productivity levels. 

Modernizing the agriculture sector and enhancing women’s performance therein has positive 

implications for national and community food security, for income generation and improved 

standards of living for women and their families. 

 

Objectives  

 

Medium Term 

 To ensure that uniform strategies are employed both Government and non-

Governmental Organizations for coordinating current and new agricultural 

programmes and to eliminate contradictions and inconsistencies in achieving the full 

integration of women into modernized agricultural development.  

 To link women farmers with research institutes, food technologies as well as credit 

and capital for labour, processing and distribution of agricultural products. 

 To support research and development of women in agriculture. 

 To encourage more women/girls to take agriculture and agriculture-related subjects as 

a course of study or career. 

 To increase the awareness of women to new technological practices and other 

agricultural processes. 

 

 Short/Immediate Term 

 To ensure that technologies are appropriate and accessible to women and if necessary, 

that they are designed, fabricated and distributed at reasonable cost. 

 To increase and direct extension to women farmers for institutional information, 

financial technical and advisory support. 

 To encourage ongoing training programmes and grassroots mobilization in 

agriculture. 

 

Strategies  

 

The following strategies will facilitate the achievement of the above objectives: 

 

 Promoting increased access to productive resources, including land, support programmes 

as well as credit schemes from public and private sources. 

 Providing agricultural services that will improve the skills, knowledge and farming 

practices of rural women. 

 Developing, promoting and disseminating technologies that lessen the workload of 

women in agriculture 

 Training male extension workers in gender issues particularly the mainstreaming of 

gender in agriculture. 

 Using successful women farmers to complement the work of male extension workers. 

 Involving women in the development and testing of technologies for their 

appropriateness and disseminating information on such technologies. 

 Reactivating Agricultural Shows. 



To achieve the above objectives Government shall: 

 

 Commission  and support National Women in Agriculture programmes aimed at ensuring 

women’s access to essential production resources including land alleviating production, 

processing and distribution problems, cutting down on in-season post harvest losses and 

improving rural infrastructure. 

 Strengthen existing women trusts funds and create specialized intermediaries as 

development credit sources for women farmers. 

 Ensure that extension service officers/staff are representatives of the community they 

serve and that the number of female extension workers is in proportion to the number of 

women famers. 

 Improve traditional rights of women to land and other productive assets. 

 Facilitate the formation of women’s cooperatives by eliminating bureaucratic bottlenecks 

to their existence so as to enhance women’s access to credit and ease labour and other 

constraints. 

 Establish marketing facilities and other infrastructures that would enable women to 

market their produce profitably.  

 

2.         EDUCATION  

 

Introduction  

 

Women’s level of education is an index of the level of national development, given the fact that 

women constitute more than half of the population. The more effectively educated the woman is, 

the greater her ability to contribute effectively to self and national development. 

 

Although women’s education is essential for self and national development, several factors 

impede education for them, accounting for the comparatively low number of educated women, 

and a much higher illiteracy rate, especially of rural women in the country. Some of these 

impediments include factors such as earl marriage for girls, higher demand for female labour in 

the family and teenage pregnancy which causes high dropout rates.  

 

 

Other factors are the cost of education and the preference of many parents to invest source 

resources on the education of the male children; cultural and historical impediments; the high 

unemployment rates resulting from underdeveloped employment opportunities in the country and 

the Structural Adjustment Programmes which included restructuring and down-sizing of the 

work force through retrenchment, freezing of hiring, early retirement etc. these have discouraged 

the youth that, as a result, are increasingly questioning the value of education without 

employment and are consequently dropping out of school. 

 

The public education system is currently under-funded, under-equipped with poor remuneration, 

incentives and respect for teachers, leading to low morale among the teaching cadre/personnel, 

especially those in the sciences, technology and mathematics. 

 



The result of the rebel war has exacerbated the above problems including loss of schools 

classrooms, suspension of classes, flight of school teachers and managers.  

 

 

Objectives  

 

Medium Term 

 

 To reduce illiteracy rate among women and girls as a priority 

 To provide an enabling environment for good quality education with adequate funding, 

well equipped schools, especially with science and technology laboratories. 

 To increase and improve technical and vocational training and thereby the level of 

participation of women and girls for satisfying new demands in the growth sectors that 

encourage industrial, agricultural, commercial and service areas. 

 To produce female students in science an mathematics for the ultimate increase in 

employment of women and girls in the technical and commercial fields. 

 

Strategies  

Government shall facilitate the achievement of these objectives through: 

 

 Strengthening and restructuring the educational system to provide quality education 

geared towards producing women who fully prepared to take advantage of various 

opportunities for gainful employment in the national economic system. 

 Encourage parent to take advantage of the free primary education policy and send their 

gild-child to school. 

 Providing incentives for completing education at all levels so as to increase the number of 

educated females. 

 Encouraging and counseling female students to enroll in science technology and 

mathematics y ensuring adequate supply of well trained, committed and well remunerated 

teachers in these subjects.  

 Enforcing laws that prohibit hawking and street trading by school age children under age 

16 during school hours. 

 Enacting laws that establish the minimum marriage age of 18. 

 Enacting a Bill preventing children below the age of 18 years from visiting Night Clubs. 

 Ensuring polytechnic education for teenage mothers and pregnant teenagers. 

 Providing funding, scholarships and other assistance to promote the education of girls 

especially in science related subjects and fields. 

 Establishing career/vocational guidance centres in schools and tertiary levels to 

encourage girl students into vocational areas. 

 Strengthening network with established organizations engaged in women’s education. 

 Intensification of the decentralization process begun by the Ministry of Education. 

 

 

In this respect Government shall: 

 



 Set up mechanisms to increase enrolment of women and girls at all levels of the 

educational system. 

 Legislate and provide financial and human support to reduce high illiteracy rates which 

negatively impact on women’s self awareness, self esteem, as well as their capabilities 

for effective participation in modernized production in Sierra Leone. 

 Intensify functional adult literacy programmes, facilitate and coordinate efforts made by 

non-governmental organizations engaged in advocacy for women’s formal, informal and 

adult literacy programmes. 

 Reinforce adult and non-formal education programmes so as to encourage literacy for 

women of all ages, especially those rural and poor urban who are out of school. 

 Promote science and technology education among girls and women through counseling 

services on choice of subject, provide role models of women with competence in these 

areas and take all necessary steps to facilitate the involvement in and application of 

science and technology for national development.  

 Discourage the stereotyping, in choice of subjects or employment, by promoting gender-

neutral textbooks, teaching methods at all levels of formal and non-formal education; 

providing career and vocational guidance facilities to increase the awareness on women 

about relevant training and career opportunities; encouraging co-operation beween 

training and employment institutions in planning courses and providing employment for 

competent women on completion of their courses.  

 

 

3.         HEALTH AND SANITATION 

 

Introduction  

 

Women are great health care givers in families but the existing health care services for women in 

Sierra Leon are inadequate, expensive and often inaccessible. Yet women have special health 

needs as are highlighted by various national and international NGOs and donor agencies in 

health-related fields, primary health care programmes, safe motherhood, and HIV/AIDS 

campaign. 

 

Women’s high maternal mortality rates stem from their special health problems, which include 

frequent pregnancies and child births, unsafe abortion, sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) 

HIV/AIDS, cervical and breast cancer; stress resulting from overwork, physical abuse and 

poverty. These heath problems require integrated multi-sectoral approaches for effective service 

delivery. 

 

In the rural areas only a small number of the population have access to safe water supply. The 

majority gets their water from rivers, springs and swamps. Women take responsibility for this 

and they spend long hours fetching water. In many cases they are forced to fetch water from 

unprotected sources, some infected with mosquitoes, often polluted an in poor sanitary 

conditions. Water-borne diseases are very common in such areas and are a major cause for the 

high rate of child mortality and low life expectancy.  

 



During the past nine years the rebel was has led to the total destruction, in some parts of the 

country, of medical infrastructure and facilities. Women and girls have been exposed to a 

disproportionate share of the atrocities of the war. Many have been raped and sexually abused 

thus being exposed to sexually transmitted diseases and the HIV/AIDS virus. Others were 

abducted and held as sexual slaves; upon their release many of them were pregnant, infected with 

various sexually transmitted diseases and terribly malnourished. Women have also had their 

arms and/or legs amputated while many of them have been left in a state of trauma and mental 

disorder.  

 

The war also caused internal displacement of people, most of them seeking security in the large 

cities and towns. This movement into cities and towns has led to a proliferation of slum 

settlements with limited social services and infrastructure, sub-standard housing and increase in 

poverty, crime, unemployment and under-employment.  

 

Objectives  

 

Long Term 

 

1. To provide accessible, affordable and well equipped health care facilities with well 

trained committed and well remunerated staff especially in the rural areas.  

2. To provide basic amenities, especially electricity, water supply, fuel for cooking and 

transportation, so as to ensure that women perform their multiple roles in the home and in 

their income generating activities more effectively. 

 

Medium Term  

 

1. To discourage traditional practices ad concepts which are harmful to the health and well 

being of women and girls. 

2. To improve the unsuitable housing conditions in many areas of the country so as to 

minimize the health and social problems created. 

 

Short/ Immediate  

1. To ensure that primary health providers are catering to the needs of women and other 

vulnerable groups 

2. To facilitate health education campaigns especially in the rural areas and in schools to 

empower women and girls to address their health needs. 

3. To sensitize the public to the health hazards to mother and child that are inherent in early 

teenage childbirth. 

4. To reduce the incidence of teenage pregnancies and their deterrent effects on the health 

education and employment opportunities for young mothers. 

5. To focus attention on the high fertility rate in the country and its adverse effects on 

planning for national development. 

 

Strategies  

 

The following strategies will facilitate the achievement of the above objectives: 



 Provision of accessible and well equipped health care facilities with well trained, 

committed, well remunerated staff especially in the rural areas. 

 Provision of adequate health services and counseling for women especially those in 

special conditions: teenage mothers, unmarried pregnant women, refugee and displaced 

women, particularly those in the rural areas. 

 Promotion of effective maternal and child health service delivery including family 

planning, for the health and well being of women. 

 Provision of well-staffed and well equipped women’s units in hospitals for free screening 

services for breast and cervical cancer and STDs as well as the treatment of women’s 

special problems.  

 Provision of immunization for children and pregnant women by health institutions and 

making them accessible, affordable and regular to facilitate decent health standards for 

women and their children. 

 Provision of health education programmes aimed at discouraging current harmful 

traditions and concepts.  

 

In this regard, 

 

 Government shall adopt a comprehensive National Health Education Policy and develop 

a well-planned and effective Primary Health Care (PHC) delivery system. 

 Government shall ensure that health care facilities especially rural grassroots women and 

girls through health workers. 

 Government shall focus appropriate health measures and training programmes on 

women, using different strategies including influential elders with credibility among 

women in the community so as to make these programmes acceptable to women. This 

will serve to strengthen preventive health measures for the maintenance of human 

resources at the domestic level, including the preparation of food, caring for the sick and 

the elderly. 

 Government shall support appropriate continuing programmes for young mothers in 

academic and vocational courses: encourage counseling sessions for young mothers and 

their parents to sensitize them to the advantage of continued investment in the education 

of young mothers. This should reduce the incidence of teenage pregnancy and its 

negative effects on the health, education and employment opportunities for the young. 

 Government shall provide accessible, affordable and well-equipped health care facilities 

with trained, committed remunerated officials, especially in the rural areas. 

 Government shall undertake programmes for the reduction of the incidence of infant and 

maternal health problems; support local foodstuff, promote research on the nutritional 

value of local foodstuff and encourage breastfeeding. The Ministry of Health will 

collaborate with the Ministries of Information and Education to disseminate health 

information to all sections of the population especially women of childbearing age.  

 Government will institute measures to educate the society about the attendant dangers of 

teenage births and will encourage postponement of age of first pregnancy until eighteen 

years at the earliest. 

 Government will support Family Life Education Programmes for boys and girls in 

schools, support appropriate continuing education programmes for young mothers in 

academic and vocational courses; encourage counseling sessions for young mother and 



their parents to sensitize them to the advantage of continued investment in education of 

young mothers.  

 

(see table II below which reflects women health condition as a direct bearing on data provided) 

 

SIERRA LEONE CHILD SURVIVAL AND DEVELOPMENT 

 

TABLE II 

INDICATOR YEAR 

(1) 1992/93 1993/94 1994/95 1995/96 1996/97 

(2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Infant Mortality Rate (per ‘000 Live 

Births) 

149.0 119.0 133.2 132 169 

Under Five Mortality Rate (per ‘000 

Live Births) 

249.0 245.0 245 248 282.9 

Mother’s Breast-Feeding at 6 months 

(%) 

94 94 94 NA NA 

Low-Birth Weight Infant (%) 80.4 75.1 75.1 25.0 25.0 

Maternal Mortality Rate (per ‘000 

Live Births) 

7 7 7 18 18 

Oral Rehydration Therapy Use Rate 

(%) 

60.0 56.7 56.7 60 60 

Under-Weight Children Under Age 

Five (%) 

29.0 29.0 29.0 29.0 29.0 

Source:   Sierra Leone National Human Development Report  

 

 

4.        EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME  

 

Introduction  

 

According to the 1998 Sierra Leone Human Development Report, women accounted for 40.5% 

of the clerical cadre in the formal sector employment and only 8% of the administrative and 

management cadre. The sectors in which women are commonly employed are agriculture where 

they constitute 55% of the labour force. In the professional, technical and 

managerial/administrative categories the gap between men and women is even wider. Labour 

laws that should protect women in the formal sector are often not properly implemented. Tax 

laws and employment benefits often discriminate against women. Little support is given for 

childcare to working mothers. In addition, more than three sets of laws- customary, religious, 

common/civil laws – determine issues which govern women’s lives and yet most of them are 

contradictory and impinge on women’s reproductive and productive rights. 

 

In the informal sector where women predominate, the main activities include soap making, tie-

dying and petty trade, generally the reward is low. Even in farming where women are engaged 

mainly in food production, (subsistence farming) cash returns are much lower than from cash 

crops where man dominate.  



 

Women’s low income earnings from farming and informal sector activities is mainly due to lack 

of access to productive assets notably land, capital, technology and training. Women’s 

agricultural tools and extension services are targeted at men.   

 

Limited access to credit facilities affects women’s work as farmers and as informal sector 

operators. The requirement of collaterals such as land and houses greatly constrain women’s 

access to credit from lending institutions. Even for women who can produce collaterals, banks ad 

other formal credit institutions make borrowing procedures so tedious that women normally shy 

away from them. This limited access leads to heavy reliance on traditional sources of credit such 

as rotating savings (Osusu). This type of credit gives women access to only small amounts of 

capital. 

 

Objectives  

 

Long – Term 

1. To create conditions of service that are conducive to women’s multiple roles in the family 

and the community. 

2. To eliminate all practices that discriminate against the employment and job mobility of 

women in the public and private sectors of the economy. 

 

Medium – Term 

1. To provide short-term training which facilitates, encourages and empowers women in 

their capability to participate in policy and decision-making in the work place. 

2. To provide flexible and appropriate training in management, technical skills and basic 

book keeping to improve women’s productivity and increase incomes. 

3. To provide a conducive environment for women to operate in the informal sector. 

4. To provide infrastructures for women’ informal sector activities. 

 

Short – Term /Immediate  

1. To facilitate women’s access to credit and other productive assets. 

2. To reduce bureaucratic bottlenecks in the procedures for registration and procuring 

licenses for women in the informal sector. 

 

Strategies  

 

The following strategies will facilitate the achievement of the above objectives: 

 

 Ratification of the ILO Convention 100, which provides for equal remuneration for jobs 

performed by both sexes. 

 Encouraging the establishment of the day-care centres for mothers close to their places of 

work. 

 Eliminating all forms of discrimination associated with employment. 

 Addressing all forms of injustices perpetuated on women at the workplace including 

sexual harassment.  

 Introducing law reforms that would enable women to own property including land. 



 Organizing discussions, advocacy programmes through various media outlets about the 

needs, contributions and problems of women in formal sector employment. 

 Facilitating, through training and skills enhancement, mobility of women in the job 

hierarchy. 

 Simplifying procedures for reintegration of small and medium industries and for 

procuring licenses and instructing women on those procedures on a regular basis. 

 Providing extension and training services to enhance information, skills and capacity for 

developing enterprises. 

 Setting up a system of paid apprenticeship and mentorship to enable the unemployed 

train for a vocation.  

 Addressing women’s constraints to obtaining credit especially as it relates to collateral 

requirements by reviewing existing financial institutions policies. 

 Exploring the possibility of creating financial intermediaries especially designed for 

addressing the problem of collateral for credit purposes. 

 Encouraging women to form cooperatives to facilitate their access to credit. 

 

In this regard, Government shall: 

 

 Take appropriate steps to increase female labour force participation within the overall 

strategy for full employment. 

 

 Implement laws that should protect women in the formal sector. 

 

 Set up mechanisms for the effective costing of women’s contribution to the national 

economy including work at home. 

 

 Eliminate various constraints to female labour force participation and ensuring that 

economic restructuring processes do not unduly affect them. 

 

 Assist women develop their full potential in small and medium scale enterprises in view 

of the role of the informal sector in incorporating women in the economic as well as in 

the development of the industrial capacity of the nation. 

 

 Take measures to establish a Women’s Enterprises Development Unit to coordinate 

programming, advisory and other services for Business Women.  

 

 Empower women to acquire managerial skills that they need to move into policy making 

administrative/management positions in the public and private sectors.   

 

 Support training programmes that enhance women’s capacities in 

administrative/management positions so as to increase their performance. 

 

 

 

 



(see table III below  which illustrates women’s employment situation in the country) 

 

 

SIERRA LEONE EMPLOYMENT 

 

TABLE III 

INDICATOR YEAR  

(1) 1992/93 1993/94 1994/95 1995/96 1996/97 

(2) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Labour Force (as % of Total 

Population) 

46.61 45.54 44.03 43.35 42.89 

Women Share of Adult Labour 

Force (Aged 15+) 

32.3 32.1 31.9 31.7 31.5 

Percentage of Labour Force in: 

Agriculture 

Industry 

Services  

 

61.77 

16.93 

21.30 

 

61.71 

16.99 

21.34 

 

61.08 

16.99 

21.93 

 

60.96 

17.04 

22.00 

 

60.83 

17.10 

22.07 

Source:  Sierra Leone Human Development Report 1998. 

 

 

CONFLICTS, THE PEACE PROCESS AND DECISION-MAKING  

 

Introduction 

 

Sierra Leone is just emerging from one of the bloodiest and most destructive conflicts 

experienced on the African continent. 

 

As in the case in many countries in conflict, women have borne a disproportionate burden of the 

suffering and misery. They have become heads of households overnight on whom entire family 

members depend. Yet women are seldom involved in the decision-making processes that lead to 

conflicts or the cessation of conflicts. In Sierra Leone, bodies dealing with defence, security and 

international relations have virtually no women representatives. It is a fact that military conflicts 

and diplomacy which have been exclusively orchestrated by men have failed to create a reliable 

system to safe guard peace. This is why the inclusion of women in all stages of the peace process 

at the decision-making level is both imperative and important.  

 

In Sierra Leone, Women’ Organizations, Groups and Associations have taken peace initiatives 

aimed at strengthening peace-building (reconstruction and rehabilitation) efforts. Activities in 

this connection have included counseling for the displaced, women who have been subjected to 

rape and other sexual violence, skills training, implementation of health care and education 

programmes and holding of seminars and workshops on the development of strategies for 

community level reconciliation and peace. Women were also represented in the civil society 

groups that participated in the Lome Peace Negotiations but mainly as facilitators. 

 

Women’s participation in peace-making initiatives is a matter of justice and of their right to have 

a say in matter that affect their lives, their families and their communities of which in most cases, 



they form more than 50%. Women are better in defending their own interests and for issues such 

as conflicts which affect their lives so negatively, their representation at the decision-making 

level is essential to the peace process – conflict prevention, resolution and management i.e. 

prelude to, during and aftermath of war.  

 

As important aspect of the peace process is peace building; it involves reconstruction and 

rehabilitation. This is a delicate and important aspect. The war may be over, but memories linger 

on and due to brutalities and atrocities that had taken place, there will be, and have been, calls 

and agitation (both at home and abroad) for justice and for bringing the culprits to justice. One of 

the provisions of the Lome Peace Accord is a blanket-amnesty for all. Nevertheless there will be 

a need for apologies from various factions to injured parties. Peace building that involves 

forgetting the past will not be easy. In some cases, returning refugees and displaced persons 

returning to their villages may face harassment from those who remained at home to face 

difficulties. There may be issues of land ownership, reclaiming of property by those families 

whose members may have been killed. 

 

These are all delicate and sensitive issues requiring the efforts of both men and women working 

together in varying capacities to dispel fear, restore hope and confidence, instill good 

neighbourliness, tolerance, understanding and mutual respect, so as to bring harmony and peace. 

 

Women can participate in the peace building process in their role as negotiators, counselors, 

judicial and legal experts and law enforcement personnel. Government needs to utilize the 

services of women in these efforts. 

 

However, the effectiveness of women in the peace process is possibly only when and if they get 

into high positions in the traditional political structures. They have to be an integral part of the 

decision-making machinery that leads to the resolution of conflicts and be able to decide, on an 

equal footing with men, on the direction of society. Such a development requires active policies 

of equal opportunities, gender equality at every level and the removal of invisible barriers of 

attitudes and biases that hinder the advancement of women to positions of power and decision-

making including deficient education and training systems that reinforce gender disparity. 

Women need to enter the halls of power in government, political parties, labour unions and 

commercial organization inorder to make their preference and interests known. 

 

A major challenge that must be addressed is that of women as leaders, administrators and policy-

makers. This is because it is only when women are part of those who design, plan and formulate 

policies that they will be able to contribute to making development truly sustainable, a situation 

which can come about only when there is peace. 

 

Although the Constitution of Sierra Leone guarantees equality between men and women, legal 

impediments to women’s advancement persist, nonetheless. These arise mostly from customary 

and statutory laws. For example, women in marital union may be denied inheritance of property 

on the death of the husband. Mainstreaming gender considerations into the decision-making 

process and development programmes and projects would go a long way correcting the 

imbalances between women and men. 

 



The inclusion of women in the power structure in the public arena can come about only when 

and if they are empowered both economically and politically. Empowerment of women is a 

strategy that has been called for in many international declarations and decisions relating to the 

advancement of women. The cause of development and peace cannot be compared to any other 

for which economic and political development of women is more worthy. For Sierra Leone, 

women are ready to play an energetic and tireless role for the achievement of peace. Their 

empowerment rests with the government. 

 

Objectives  

 

Long – Term 

 

To cultivate a culture of gender –sensitivity which is necessary in post conflict situations.  

 

Medium – Term 

 

To facilitate the full participation of women in the decision-making bodies set up in the 

aftermath of the war.  

 

Short-/Immediate – Term 

 

1. To promote the active participation of women at the decision-making levels of the peace 

process as well as within the political, judicial and legislative bodies. 

2. To revitalize existing social facilities inorder to ease the family responsibilities and care 

functions of women in the aftermath on the war. 

3. To assist women to gain access to essential information and resources for facilitating 

their involvement in post war economic activities. 

4. To promote community support, confidence building and concerns for the promotion of 

women groups and association. 

5. To promote the rehabilitation and reintegration of women and girls affected by the war. 

 

Strategies  

 

The following strategies will be adopted for achieving the above objectives: 

 Political empowerment of women. 

 Economic empowerment of women. 

 Implementation of the provisions of the United Nations Instruments relating to the status 

and rights of women. 

 Sensitizing and creating awareness regarding women’s right to participate in the political 

and other activities in the post conflict situation. 

 Developing comprehensive services o support women’s multiple roles (i.e. labour-saving 

devices/technologies and child care facilities). 

 Integrating women’s concerns at all levels of planning and action on conflict prevention 

and preventive diplomacy. 

 Promoting qualified women to positions of power at every level within the political, 

legislative and judicial bodies with the goal of achieving parity. 



 Promoting the incorporation of women in peace education programmes in schools, 

conference and publicity programmes to underscore their potentially significant role in 

the mediation and negotiation.  

 Identifying and encouraging NGOs and international agencies experienced in working 

with women and girls affected by war.  

 

In this regard, Government shall: 

 

Promote the economic empowerment of women through: 

 Job creation particularly in food for work programmes involving the rehabilitation of the 

environment and those programmes which include training opportunities for women; 

 Income generating projects; 

 Establishment of women’s revolving loan schemes (micro credit) as well as self help 

schemes; 

 Promotion of self-reliance among women especially the direct victims of war; 

 Encouragement of entrepreneurship among women; 

 Promotion of functional literacy for women; 

 Elimination of socio-cultural obstacles to women’s economic advancement through the 

provision of education and training in life skills; remedial education; accelerated 

vocational training; technical training and adult literacy. 

 

In the area of political empowerment, Government shall review laws and Constitutional 

guarantees that may adversely affect women, particularly in the areas of: 

 Equality before the law 

 Marriage and divorce 

 Inheritance  

 Ownership of land 

 Citizenship 

 Rape and sexual abuse 

 Violence, including domestic violence. 

 

 Government shall redouble efforts to implement the provisions of the United Nations 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the 

United Nations Convention on the Elimination of Violence Against Women and the 

Vienna Declaration on Women’s Rights. 

 Government shall increase women’s participation in decision-making opportunities 

through the adoption of affirmative action i.e. 

 

 Quota system 

 Setting specific goals, time-tables, targets and numbers. 

 

 Government shall increase the number of women in leadership positions in the public and 

private sectors to at least 40% by the year 2005 with a view of achieving parity.  

 Government shall promote legal literacy and peace education programmes in schools 

underscoring the women’s plight as victims and their potential as peace makers. 



 Government shall, ensure the practice of participatory democracy in all institutions as 

participatory democracy is a necessary mechanism for equal treatment and participation 

by all members of society. 

 

IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY  

 

This policy will be implemented through the establishment and operationalization of structures 

within the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender and Children’s Affairs, all Government Ministries 

and Institutions, NGOs, and other Civil Society Organizations. 

 

In the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender and Children’s Affairs, this structure will be known as 

the Division/Department for the Advancement of Women (DAW). It replaces the Women’s 

Bureau which will cease to exist as soon as this policy is adopted. This structure will be link 

between the Government of Sierra Leone and the United Nations Commission on the Status of 

Women and hence, on the question of the integration of women in development. 

 

In carrying out its functions, the Division/Department is to be linked with the Government 

policy-making, financial allocations and implementation. It must be involved in the preparation 

of plans since these often form the basis of public allocation of resources and the expression of 

public policies. It has to work by the use of information, persuasion and analysis to identify gaps 

in policies and specific needs.  

 

It should also help generate resources in the implementing ministries to meet women’s needs. A 

major role is that of raising consciousness of Government Officials and the public in general to 

the importance of women’s concerns and thereby motivate them. Over and above all, it should 

collect, mobilize, analyze and present information on women’s conditions both as input into 

decision-making process of government and for the purpose of education.  

 

Functions of the Division/Department for the Advancement of Women 

 

 To advise Government generally on all matters relating to the full integration of women 

in national development at all levels. 

 To serve as the official national body for cooperation and liaising with national and 

international organizations on all matters relating to the status of women. 

 To serve as the official central source of information on Women in Sierra Leone. 

 To study the effects of legislation, customary laws, beliefs, prejudices and practices on 

the advancement of women in the educational, political, economic and social fields. 

 To serve as the official national body for the coordinating, monitoring, supervising and 

evaluating programmes for the integration of women in development at the local, 

national, regional and international levels. 

 To initiate and execute projects for the benefit of women. 

 To devise a programme for the continuous non-formal education of women and the 

education of illiteracy. 

 To register and keep a register of all women’s organizations in the country. 

 To provide technical guidance to executing ministries regarding the integration of women 

in development and assist in project identifications. 



 To set priorities and indicate interventions that can be undertaken by sectoral ministries. 

 To provide guidelines to ministries on the formulation of policies, programmes and 

strategies concerning the effective integration of women in development. 

 To prepare guidelines with a list of indicators on Women in Development and give 

technical advice on how the women’s dimension can be shown in programmes. 

 To coordinate and organize national for a that enable women’s organizations/associations 

to network, share experiences and exchange ideas. 

 To facilitate professional training for staff of the Department/Directorate and women in 

other ministries/institutions in line with the area of the respective ministry’s competence. 

 To spearhead the commissioning research and studies for the reduction of women’s 

workload, greater participation in education and other social activities, improve their 

earning capacities and their status.  

 To advocate and lobby for the full integration of women in development by drawing 

attention to their contribution to national development. 

 To monitor the implementation by Government of UN instruments pertaining to women, 

in particular, 

The United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW); 

The United Nations Convention on the Elimination of Violence Against Women; 

The Vienna Declaration of Women Rights. 

 

To ensure the implementation of this policy at all levels through: 

 Sensitization and popularization of the policy 

 Developing, adopting and implementing strategies for the dissemination of the policy 

nation-wide. 

 Monitoring on a regular basis, the implementation of the policy with the collaboration 

and cooperation of the Women in Development Unit/Focal Points. 

 

Structure of the Division/Department for the Advancement of Women 

 

(To be effective, the Division/Department must be established at a high level of Government and 

should be ensured adequate resources, commitment and authority to advise on the impact of all 

government policies). 

 

The Division/Department should be headed by a Director of the rank of a Principal Secretary, 

who must be an economist/Planner (MSc or MA Degree) with work experience in planning, 

programming, monitoring, evaluation and coordination work. 

 

To assist the Director there must be four professionals: 

 

National expert with experience in human resource development and rural development 

(Sociologist) Social Affairs Officer 

Officer to liaise with NGOs 

National Research and Documentation/Information Officer 

National Women in Development expert with experience in project cycle development 

 



Women in Development Units/Focal Points 

 

These are institutional structures (or in-built mechanisms) to oversee that development plans take 

cognizance of women’s role in the economy and that these roles are reflected in programmes and 

that these programmes contain well designed projects to increase women’s productivity in and 

benefit from development. They will assist the Division to be more effective and to have an 

overall view of women’s issues. Because they are meant to ensure the incorporation of women’s 

issues, needs and concerns, into plans and programmes of their respective ministries/institution 

must be of a senior rank i.e. Senior Assistant Secretary. Focal Points/Women in Development 

Units should be established in all government institutions and civil society organizations. 

 

 They are responsible for raising awareness to the women’s issues, for initiating 

appropriate and pioneering development projects with and for women, and to monitor the 

design and implementation of the development activities of their respective 

ministries/institutions. 

 

 They are also to work to influence other staff members of their ministries/institutions to 

consider the important role of women as these affect or are affected by various sections in 

which they work. 

 

 To ensure that women are recipients of a fair share of the resources, and benefits to be 

gained from programmes in their respective ministries.  

 

 To monitor the participation of women in their respective ministries.  

 

 To ensure that women’s issues and needs relevant to the work of other ministries and 

institutions are addressed as part of the main programme of their ministry/institution. 

 

 To ensure that programmes and projects of their ministries/institutions do not adversely 

affect the activities and conditions of women.   
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