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Introduction:   

Somaliland  women continue to be marginalized  from the decision making process since the 

inception of their new state  in 1991, albeit major efforts by the women activists supported lately 

by international  and regional  groups as well as progressive men among all walks of the 

Somaliland society. Despite their profound role in peace making during the civil wars in Burao 

(1991) and Berbera (1992) women were denied the opportunity to participate in the peace 

conferences in Sheikh (1991) and Borama (1993).  Consequently some women activists organized 

women groups in order to raise their awareness so that they can fight for their rights. Among these 

groups were Advancement of Somaliland Women Association (ASWA) and Allah Amin Women 

Association which were both established in 1992. Many other groups followed suit in the following 

years.  

Today, after more than two decades, the Somaliland women are still fighting for their right to 

participate and be represented at the decision making arena. The Somaliland women struggle has 

been taken into a higher level with the establishment of Women Political Forum (WPF) in 2001. 

Through their rigorous campaigning, they won the support of the civil societies and progressive 

men from all walks of life in Somaliland as well as some international agencies.    

Under the guidance of NAGAAD and the support of international agencies and civil society, WPF 

started educating the women about their civic and human rights. They conducted capacity building 

workshops for the women and embarked on debates, dialogue and conferences with the civil 

society, religious and traditional leaders, parliamentarians, other politicians, and elites. This has 

resulted in the significant increase of the number of women aspiring to run for the positions of 

local councillors in the municipal elections of 2002 and parliamentary seats in the elections of 

2005. Unfortunately the results were very disappointing. In the 2002 municipal elections, out of 



332 candidates, 40 were women but only two got elected and for 82 parliamentary seats, 246 

candidates were contesting of which only 7 were women but only one was elected.  These dismal 

results generated discussions regarding why this happened and how to rectify this. These 

discussions concluded that it is crucial to establish quota system in order to improve women’s 

access to the decision making bodies at all levels of Somaliland state.   

Women activists and civil society organizations started engaging supportive parliamentarians to 

bring a motion in the House of Representatives requesting to establish quotas for the women and 

the minority groups in Somaliland in 2007.  Quotas represent effective tools that safeguard 

women’s representation in the decision making bodies. This paper discusses the different types of 

women quotas applied in the world and explores the most appropriate type in the Somaliland 

situation 

Background   

Throughout history women have been marginalized, including in the developing world where the 

vast majority of countries where excluded from the decision making at some point in their recent 

hisory.  During last quarter of the twentieth century several international conferences were 

dedicated to rectify that.  Most important ones included The  Convention on the Elimination of all 

forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)  in 1979 which advocated  that special 

measures such as quotas are needed to ‘kick-start’ women’s political representation, particularly 

in countries where women have traditionally been under-represented in the national legislatures. 

The Third  International Women’s Conference which took place in Nairobi  in July 1985, called 

upon governments to take measures that ensure effective and equal participation of women in the 

decision making bodies of their respective countries; it was followed by the  International 

Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) which took place in Cairo in September 1994,  

whose recommendations included the establishment of mechanisms for women’s equal 

participation and equitable representation, and finally the Beijing Declaration and Plat form For 

Action in July 1995  declared that  “Women's empowerment and their full participation on the 

basis of equality in all spheres of society life , including participation in the decision-making 

process and access to power, are fundamental for the achievement of equality, development and 

peace.”  



Despite all these declarations and recommendations, the inequalities between men and women 

have persisted and major obstacles remained in the developing world. This resulted in increased 

calls for the introduction of women’s quotas which is increasingly viewed as the most effective 

policy measure to enhance women’s participation in political decision making and leadership roles 

throughout the world.  

Quotas 

 Quotas are used as mechanisms to boost the representation of historically excluded or under-

represented groups in politics. The core objective of the electoral quota system for women is to 

recruit women and safe guard their representations into elected institutions such as the parliaments 

and local councils.  Women quotas demand that women must constitute a certain number or 

percentage of the members of decision making bodies, in order to overcome the problem of women 

under representation.  That means quotas are not only a way for women to gain entry into politics’ 

playing fields, but also to improve equity in the gender representation. 

The use of the electoral quotas for women in the world started in the 1970s in the Nordic countries.  

In the following two decades, employment of women quotas became the highest priority agenda 

for women activists, and with the support of international organizations used the international fora 

effectively to advance this cause.  

According to the United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women,  “Since the 1990s, 

gender quotas have been recognised and endorsed by many countries as the most effective 

mechanism for increasing women’s political representation. In 1995 a report issued by the United 

Nations Development Programme concluded that 30 per cent was the ‘critical minority’ required 

for ‘women as a group to exert a meaningful influence in legislative assemblies’. This was to be 

achieved through a range of mechanisms including quotas for women’s participation in 

governance.” (1) 

In Africa, the quota discussion was forcefully introduced for the first time during the United 

Nations conference in Nairobi in July 1985. This conference, which concluded the UN- decade of 

women (1976-1985) provided the African women with the opportunities to mobilize for quotas in 

order to overcome the gender imbalance in the  political field and their under representation at the 

decision making bodies of their respective countries.  Ten years after the end of the UN- decade 



for women and one year after the ICPD, the Beijing Platform for Action in July 1995 called upon 

all governments of the world to take measures ensuring women’s equal access to power structure 

and decision making bodies. Furthermore, this platform action called upon all governments to 

employ electoral quotas - a minimum of 30 percent - to be allocated for women.  

 According to the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, half of the 

world’s countries currently have some form of electoral gender quota system.(2) 

It is widely known that quotas have been instrumental in ensuring women access to decision-

making bodies.  The greatest increase in women’s parliamentary representation occurred in those 

countries where quotas, whether legislated or voluntary, are in use. Nine of the ten countries with 

the greatest increase in women MPs (in lower houses) had adopted an electoral quota (3). 

Types of Quotas 

 Electoral quotas may be constitutionally or legislatively mandated (legal quotas) or they may 

come in the form of voluntary political party quotas. Legal quotas set a target or minimum 

threshold for women candidates proposed by a party for an election, or they may take in the form 

of reserved seats in the legislature or local councils. 

 Dahlerup (2009) has identified the most common types of political quotas used to address the 

under-representation of women in parliament as follows:  

1. Reserved  seats’  Quotas:   

2. Candidates’ Quotas (Legal) 

3. Voluntary Party  Quotas 

The reserved and legal gender quotas approach has been more commonly adopted in developing 

countries. The reserved seats mean certain percentage or number of seats in the parliamentary 

assemblies, or local councils are set aside for women. Reserved seats are employed in different 

ways in different countries as elaborated by Dahlerup “reserved seats today come in many different 

types, some excluding, others including, the election of women, rather than appointment, to fill 

these seats. In Uganda 5 seats, one elected in each district by a special electorate, are reserved for 

women. In Rwanda, 30 percent of the seats, elected by a special procedure, are reserved for women 

according to the constitution. In Tanzania 20 percent of the seats are reserved for women and 



allocated to the political parties in proportion to the number of parliamentary seats won in an 

election. Reserved seats can also be filled by appointment, as in Kenya and in some Arab 

states.”(4) 

The Legal candidates’ quotas mean certain percentage or number of candidates is set aside and 

specified either in the constitution, electoral or party laws. These quotas oblige political parties to 

nominate certain number or percentage of women candidates for the elections, however there are 

no guarantees that this will lead to their representation in the parliament unless there are extra 

measures taken to put them in winnable positions of the party lists.  

 Legal quotas could be only a symbolic gesture, if they are not combined with enforcement 

mechanisms. These mechanisms come in various forms.  Some may impose sanctions on the 

parties who do not comply with these laws.  In some countries electoral commissions reject the 

list of candidates if they do not comply. For example, in Mauritania, the electoral law demands 

that 50% of the candidates should be women in winnable positions. That means women should be 

on the first or the second positions of the partly list, otherwise, the Electoral Commission will 

reject the list of any party that does not comply.  In other countries there are financial incentives 

or sanctions, as in Burkina Faso, where the electoral law demands minimum of 30% of the 

candidates to be women. If a party fails to meet that target, it loses 50% of it its political funding 

for the campaign and if it exceeds that target, it gets additional funding. 

 In other situations, political parties of some countries adopt voluntary party quotas, but these are 

not legally binding. Generally this type of quota is used in the Western democracies. These vary 

from just a recommendation type, which are also known as Soft Quotas and among the countries 

that apply this type is the USA, to a mandatory type, also known as the Zipper Quotas which 

require alternating male and female allocation on the party lists. Sweden is one of such countries 

that employ the latter type. The same notion is also used in some Southern African countries and 

is known as Zebra Lines Quota. 

Different regions of the developing countries use different types of quotas. Most of the countries 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and the Arab region, which use quota systems, employ the 

reserved type, while Latin American countries prefer the legal quotas as noted by Dahlerup . 

 



Certain types of quota systems tend to be associated with particular regions. Reserved seats, 

for example, are the most widespread gender quota system used in South Asia and in the 

Arab region, where this type of quota system has been adopted for other under-represented 

groups. Reserved seats have also been adopted in a number of Sub-Saharan countries, as 

well as in some countries of Asia and the Pacific. Legal candidate quotas are the preferred 

system in Latin America and the Balkans, while voluntary party quotas or targets are 

generally preferred in liberal democracies (5) 

Impact of the Quota systems      

Quotas have proven to be effective tools that have had positive impact in addressing the under 

representation of women in the decision making bodies. This has also been illustrated by the inter 

parliamentary Union:  

Women continued to fare better when either legislated or voluntary quotas were used. In 2012, 

electoral quotas were used in 22 countries holding elections. With legislated quotas, women took 

24 per cent of seats and with voluntary quotas they gained 22 per cent.(6) 

The Quota expert Drude Dahlerup who is considered as the guru of quotas describes the legal 

quotas as the fast-track approach which boosts the number of women in parliaments directly.   

However the  application of reserved quotas has the greatest impact on women representation in 

the developing world, especially where cultural and religious attitudes hinder women’s access to 

politics.  

The following table indicates different legal quota systems and their impact on the women 

representation of some developing countries 

Selected Countries with   Electoral Quota systems and Percentage of Women in their 

Parliaments. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1314/ElectoralQuotas#_ftn6


Country Type of Quota and 

Number in % 

Present 

Quota 

System 

Percentage of Women 

Lower House   Upper 

House   

Year 

Introduced 

Tanzania 
Reserved  

20, 30 36  
 

Argentina Legal- 

Constitutional 

30 37. 39 
1991 

Afghanistan Reserved  

 

25, 25 28 27 2004 

Algeria Reserved  

 

30, 10 32 7  

Uganda 
Reserved  

30 35  
 

Angola Legal- 

Constitutional 

 34  
 

Zimbabwe Reserved 30,30 32 48 
 

Burundi Reserved 30, 30 31 46 
 

Costa Rica Legal- 

Constitutional 

40 39  
1996 

Rwanda Reserved 30 56 39 
2003 

Ethiopia 

 

Voluntary  28 16 NA 

Sudan Reserved  25 18  



Country Type of Quota and 

Number in % 

Present 

Quota 

System 

Percentage of Women 

Lower House   Upper 

House   

Year 

Introduced 

 

Bangladesh Reserved 

 

 20  2004 

Pakistan Reserved  21 17 

 

2002 

Tunisia Legal- 

Constitutional 

30 27 

 

  

South Sudan Reserved  27 10  

Iraq Legal- 

Constitutional 

 25   

Kenya Reserved  26 19  

Djibouti Legal  18   

Jordan Legal  20  2003 

Eriteria Constitutional     

Source:  Women in National Parliaments by IPU  Quota Project Database (7) 

 

Somaliland Women and Quotas 

Although the positive contribution of Somaliland women in nation building is clearly recognized, 

their role in the politics is severely undervalued.    While some important strides have been taken 



and significant developments occurred with regards to women in politics in the recent years, 

nevertheless women remain in the side-lines of the politics playing fields.  To remedy this , 

engendering the decision making is  fundamental  for the very existence of Somaliland infant  

democracy. Increased participation of women in politics requires bold interventions, tangible 

commitments and an unwavering political will from the side of the national leadership and 

legislatures. Hence, it is crucial that the Somaliland government takes concrete steps to incorporate 

women into to the democratization and decision making process and to address the prevailing 

situation of their under-representation. It has to be understood that incorporating women in the 

political and decision making processes is achieving their basic right and not a privilege. 

Promoting increased women’s political leadership and gender equality is a development 

issue, a human rights issue and also a moral obligation. More inclusive parliaments also 

have the capacity to strengthen civic engagement and democratic participation among its 

citizens …. A political system where half the population does not fully participate limits 

the opportunity for men and women to influence and benefit from political and economic 

decisions. [8] 

Implementing a quota system is a great vehicle to achieve  the inclusion and empowerment of 

women in elected positions.  

Appropriate Type o n quota for Somaliland 

Legal Candidate quotas:  

The introduction of legal quotas requiring a certain percentage or number of candidates on the 

candidates’ list does not guarantee women winning those seats. Party lists may meet the target of 

the required number of female candidates but place them at the bottom of the lists.  This type of 

quotas may work where there is an enforcement mechanism to place the women in winning 

positions.  In a conservative traditional society like in Somaliland, placing the candidate in a 

winnable position (either by mandatory placement or by the good will of their party) may not work 

Because of the entrenched conservative patriarchal views and interests in the Somali society. 

Furthermore, since the election is based on an open list system as the case was in 2005 

parliamentary elections and also in the 2102 local elections, the odds became further stacked 

against women candidates. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1314/ElectoralQuotas#_ftn15


Voluntary party quotas   

This type of quotas could work in egalitarian  liberal societies like the Nordic countries and may 

still take decades to be effective. It has taken Sweden, for example, 80 years to reach 45 percent 

representation of women. 

 In a society like Somaliland, where gender biases and stereotypes remain pervasive at all levels 

of society,  women will remain to be at the mercy of their party leaderships which is dominated by 

men and are influenced by patriarchal clan politics. 

Dahlerup argues that voluntary party quota is no longer the model for countries in the developing 

world 

The incremental changes in old democracies are not an option for newer democracies. The fast 

track approach is a symbol of the impatience of women around the world that they will not wait 

for women’s representation to come on its own, but are demanding special measures to make this 

a reality (9) 

Reserved Quotas 

This type of quota has proven to be the most effective policy measure to enhance women’s 

participation in political decision making and leadership roles throughout the world. Reserved 

quotas mainly come in two different forms, election or appointment forms.   In the election form 

all female candidates list is presented to the voters in the Election Day, and they are voted for 

separately.  

Rwanda  and Uganda are example of  countries that use this system. In the appointment form, the 

reserved seats are allocated to the political parties proportionally in line with number of votes they 

have received.  Parties nominate and ultimately elect the women to the reserved seats. Pakistan 

and Bangladesh are examples of the countries that employ this form. While Tanzania uses a mixed 

form of these two systems 

 In addition to the cultural biases against women in leadership role, there is absence of policies 

which could support effective participation of women in decision making and democratization 

process of Somaliland. As noted by Yusuf 



Somaliland’s conservative patriarchal society, as well as, the absence of effective governmental 

policies and procedures that aim at helping women and enhancing their political participation has 

made it very difficult for women to be accepted as leaders and to be granted votes in elections. 

(10) 

This has been proven in all elections that took place in Somaliland since the establishment of multi 

party system, namely the two municipal elections in 2002 and 2010 and the parliamentary elections 

in 2005.  

Hence the best option for Somaliland women is this type of quota is the reserved type.   .   

Conclusions 

 Increased participation of women in politics requires intervention. This  can be achieved by 

enacting constitutional provisions and adopting quota system  

 Quotas represent  great  vehicle to achieve  the inclusion and empowerment of women in 

elected positions  

 The application of reserved quotas has the greatest impact on women representation in the 

developing world, especially where cultural and religious attitudes hinder women’s access to 

politics. 

 Reserved quotas are  considered as fast track approach to increasing women’s access to 

parliamentary seats and only their introduction will end  current under-representation of  

Somaliland women at the  decision-making bodies 

  Institutionalized and sustained effective participation of women in the decision making will 

contribute immensely to enrich the democratization process of Somaliland 

Recommendations  

•  Pressure from women’s organizations and other groups is necessary for the successful  

Implementation of quotas. Women’s mobilization has to generate support for legal reform 

such as constitutional amendment 

•  Women activists should make concerted lobbying and advocacy efforts to remind the 

government, political parties and the supportive members of the parliament constantly to 

ensure increased female participation in decision-making.  



 Women should demand that Political Parties include development and implementation of an 

engendered decision making programme in their political platforms. 

 Women should promote men’s initiatives and their engagement in supporting women’s 

participation in the decision making process. 
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