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EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY 

 

This country gender profile aims to provide a picture of the policies, programs and practice areas 

that have promoted women’s empowerment and gender equality in the Gambia. The study has been 

undertaken at a time of remarkable momentum for advancing women’s rights and the gender 

equality agenda through the adoption of the Women’s Act 2010 and the new National Gender 

Policy 2010-2020.  The country gender profile is part of the non-lending activities of the Bank 

prescribed in the Joint Africa Development Bank/World Bank Country Strategy Paper 2008-2011. 

 

Policy and legal Frameworks 

Gender-responsive policy development has been undertaken and a new National Gender Policy has 

been formulated and is in the final stages of approval by the government. The Women’s Act has 

combined The Gambia’s international and national commitments within a comprehensive legal 

framework. However, critical gaps still exist including the unambiguous policy statement on 

women’s access to and control over land. Microfinance as an instrument for alleviating poverty, 

especially with regard to  its impact on women’s livelihoods, has not received adequate attention.  

High interest rates are charged by microfinance institutions thus reducing the positive effect on 

women’s livelihoods.  

 

Institutional Framework 

The Women’s Bureau is the operational arm of the Ministry of Gender in the Vice President’s 

Office. The Bureau’s mandate is defined as one of coordination, monitoring of policy compliance 

and evaluation of policy implementation. In practice, the Bureau has become a multi-sector 

implementation mechanism for all women-related activities. The Gender Focal Points Network, a 

key operational mechanism, has not performed sufficiently due to inadequate institutionalization of 

their positions and lack of a support system to build their skills.  

 

Gender Statistics and Gender training 

Gender statistics remain a key challenge to evidence-based gender-responsive policy-making and 

programming. It is notable that GBOS has established a gender statistics unit, but it  lacks staff 

trained in gender analysis. The next population census in 2013 provides an opportunity to generate 

reliable population-based  data that will be critical to effective policy-making on gender equality in 

The Gambia. Gender training has been the key modality for building capacity among all 

stakeholders in the national machinery. It has been difficult to assess the outcomes and impact of 

this investment in gender training because the activities have been project-based and fragmented. It 

is indeed difficult to establish levels of skills transferred. A case in point is the training given on 

gender responsive-budgeting by different development partners at different times. Yet, it is difficult 

to measure results as there are no outcome indicators. In fact, gender-responsive budgeting needs to 

be integrated in public finance management reforms 

 

Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) and Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) 

In The Gambia, the civil society has played a significant role in promoting gender equality and 

women’s empowerment through the implementation of advocacy and service delivery.  The NGO 

community has also been vocal on the critical gaps in policy-making and in legal reforms. The 

national gender policy identifies several priority sectors for gender equality and women’s 

empowerment. These include agriculture, education, health and tourism. 



 

Key Sectors 

Agriculture is the main resource base of Gambian women and it provides them a livelihood as the 

primary food producers, particularly in the areas of rice production and in horticulture. However, 

women operate at low levels of productivity due to limited access to agricultural inputs, credit and 

technology; and they lack markets. A strategic entry point to address women producers’ needs is 

ensuring a gender responsive extension service, better organized marketing channels and more 

equitable participation in value-chains. 

 

In the Education sector, measurable progress has been made and MDG 3 on gender parity at the 

primary level has been with a gender ratio of 1.06 achieved. Yet, gender inequality persists in 

secondary, tertiary and vocational training, where men make up 71% of all enrolments. Women’s 

literacy levels are very low at  40% (64% for men) and they are a barrier to women’s economic and 

social empowerment. The Health sector still faces  many challenges, prominent among them the 

prevailing high maternal mortality ratio, estimated at 610/100,000 in 2001.  In the context of 

poverty, the majority of women face multiple risks due to travel to distant health centers and a lack 

of emergency obstetric care. Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting (FGM/C) remains embedded in 

culture.  

 

Relatively, few women are directly employed in the Tourism sector with its focus on the coastal 

strip. While few of the benefits of tourism stay in the country, the main Gambian beneficiaries are 

men, both in direct employment and as tourist guides and drivers. The Gambia has also gained a 

reputation as a sex-tourism destination for women with young men seeking friendship and marriage 

with female tourists. The majority of Gambian women benefit from tourism only through providing 

services such as selling fruit, juices and handicrafts. Recently, efforts have been made to open 

marketing channels for women’s horticultural products to hotels and restaurants. Additional 

investments have to be made to achieve broader based benefits in the tourism sector. 

 

Recommendations 

Finally, the study has made specific recommendations for consideration by the government and by 

the African Development Bank (AfDB), including the issue of control over land and microfinance. 

The key recommendations concern the strengthening of the institutional context for gender 

equality and the consolidation of policy gains. The institutional effectiveness of the national 

machinery needs to be supported in line with the tenets of the new National Gender Policy. 

Mainstreaming gender equality in Gambian development planning has also been addressed with 

specific proposals on how to revitalize and enhance the role of the Gender Focal Points (GFP). At 

the same time, the gains of the Women Act need to be consolidated with legal regulations regarding 

land rights, the microfinance sector and the new development strategy. Other recommendations 

suggest better ways of addressing and coordinating responses to areas of FGM, increasing legal 

literacy and improving the agricultural sector. With regard to the AfDB, the profile recommends 

that the history of successful support to gender equality needs to be consolidated by including 

gender equality concerns from the outset through the participation of gender experts in 

programming processes and country dialogue. The production of topical knowledge products will 

enhance both country dialogue and programming.  



1. Introduction  

  

Purpose 

1.1  The Country Gender Profile was initiated at the request of the Government of The 

Gambia (GOTG) as part of a wider effort to promote gender responsive policies and programming. 

It is inscribed as a non-lending activity of the Bank in the AfDB/World Bank 2008-2011joint 

Country Strategy. The profile comes at a strategic time in view of the momentum created for 

women’s advancement and gender equality with the enactment in 2010 of the Women’s Act, a 

legislative milestone for women’s rights in The Gambia which has been hailed as one of the most 

comprehensive attempts to domesticate international and regional conventions on women’s rights. 

The new National Gender Policy which updates the National Policy for the Advancement of 

Women (1999-2009) marks the beginning of a new decade of policy implementation from 2010–

2020. The purpose of the Gender Profile is to take stock of policy development, institutional 

frameworks, programs and activities that have aimed at promoting gender equality and it maps the 

gaps and challenges that hinder achievements in this area. It also underscores good practices for 

the GOTG, the Bank Group and development partners, including Non-governmental Organizations 

(NGOs) and Civil Society Organizations (CSOs). 

 

1.2 The specific objectives of the Gender Profile are to: (i) Identify key gender inequalities 

that pose a challenge to poverty reduction and development; (ii) assess existing policy and legal 

frameworks; (iii) examine gender gaps and opportunities for the promotion of gender equality in 

the priority sectors; (iv) examine the institutional capacity for advancing gender equality and 

empowerment of women both in government and the civil society; and (v) make 

recommendations for accelerating the advancement of gender equality and the social and 

economic empowerment of women and their equal participation in decision-making.   

 

Methodology 

1.3  The Country Gender Profile was undertaken in two phases, including a field trip to The 

Gambia to consult with the key and relevant stakeholders was undertaken in November 2010 over 

three weeks and the report writing and review were done in Tunis. The mission team in The 

Gambia included the Bank Task Manager and the two consultant gender specialists. The Task 

Manager accompanied the consultants for the first week and explained the mission’s purpose to 

the key stakeholders and emphasized that the profile was a joint effort of the Ministry of 

Women’s Affairs (MWA), in particular the Women’s Bureau and the African Development Bank 

(AfDB). 

 

1.4  The consultants conducted extensive interviews with officials of the Government, 

members of the NGO community and other relevant stakeholders.  The mission also undertook 

field trips to Sanyang, Kerewan Nyakoi and Brikama Ba and held in-depth focus group 

discussions with farmer groups and participants in the Community Skills Improvement Project 

(CSIP). The mission also organized in-depth consultations with Gender Focal Points from the 

sector ministries and parastatals and an extensive dialogue with a cross-section of women from 

diverse backgrounds. The outcomes of the dialogue and frank exchange are important inputs into 

this report.  

 



 

 

Box 1: Outcomes of the Stakeholder Consultations, Dec 01, 2010 

 

 

The Stakeholders’ Workshop coincided with the launching of the Women’s Federation which 

brought women from all seven regions to Banjul. In partnership with the Women’s Bureau, the 

mission invited a representative group to participate in a half-day stakeholders’ consultation. 

The meeting was chaired by the Vice-President of the National Women’s Council and the elected 

Councilor of Brikama Ba. To facilitate the discussions, four thematic areas were identified: 

women and the economy; women’s representation; education, health and women’s rights.  

 

Discussion on women in the economy focused on women’s central role in agriculture and 

particularly food production. Women spoke out on how their productivity was  being limited due 

to lack of access to inputs such as fertilizer, improved technologies and capital.  Lack of 

ownership over assets such as land severely curtailed their access to credit. Other constraints 

had to do with lack of storage facilities and the long distance they had to travel to reach markets 

to sell  their produce. Others whose livelihoods depended on the informal economy also sighted 

the high interest charged by microenterprise institutions which placed a barrier on their ability 

to break through to higher and sustainable levels of productivity.  There were also 

businesswomen who shared their stories of success despite their uphill struggle. 

 

Many women spoke out on the issue of representation.  At the grassroots level, in particular, 

women felt marginalized and disconnected from the Women’s Bureau’s regional offices which 

have limited capacity to reach to grassroots women. Yet, women attested to their need for 

support on the ground to help them participate in  local government systems, where no 

equivalent of the Women’s Bureau exists. 

 

In education, the overriding issue raised was how the design of literacy programs currently did 

not meet their needs. Many felt that the learning was not relevant to their livelihoods and given 

the time pressure they often face, the women  dropped out of the programme. Interestingly, the 

women demanded to receive a certificate upon completion which would attest to their successful 

participation. Their reflections on health and health services almost entirely centered on the 

immense toll maternal mortality takes on families and communities. They were passionate about 

sharing stories of many mothers’ lives lost due to lack of transport to distant health stations and 

upon reaching those health stations, they are faced with the issue of not finding basic services, 

such as blood banks for emergency transfusions. 

 

Participants pointed out that women’s rights in the Gambia had advanced remarkably with the 

adoption of the Women’s Act 2010.  However, concerns were raised that gender-based violence 

was not fully addressed and fundamental rights such as land ownership by women was left out.  

In conclusion, the consultation provided a listening window into the lives and livelihoods of a 

cross-section of women in the Gambia. 

  



 

 

2. The Socio-Economic Context 

 

2.1  The Gambia is a small, predominantly Muslim, West African country with a population 

size of about  1.75 million (1.36 million in the 2003 Population and Household Census). The 

Gambia was a British colony until 1965 and English is the country’s official language. The 

current government came to power in 1994 through a military coup. Multiparty elections were 

held in 1996, 2001 and 2006 which were won by the ruling party, and new elections are planned 

for 2011.  

 

2.2 The economy is based on agriculture, tourism, fisheries, service and trade. The overall 

GDP growth rate of the Gambian economy has averaged 5.9 every year since 2007, including an 

estimated growth of 5.7% in 2010. The high growth rates are primarily results of good crop 

harvests due to favorable weather conditions the last three seasons. The share of agriculture 

increased from 27.8% in 2007 to 33.4% in 2008 and the share of industry was reduced from 16 

to 15%.  The share of services declined from 61.9% to 57% during the same period. Many of the 

service sectors were adversely affected by the global financial crisis, but have recently started to 

recover. 

 

2.3 In 2010, The Gambia was ranked  151 out of  169 countries in the Human Development 

Index and also 151 on the Gender Inequality Index. The GNP per capita (Purchasing Power 

Parity) was estimated at US$1,900 in 2010. According to the 2003 National Household Poverty 

Survey, the overall poverty level was estimated at  61.2% with 68% of the rural population and 

40% of the urban population living in poverty. Although the country’s poverty has been 

described as a rural phenomenon, urban poverty is high and on the rise. About 53% of the 

country’s population resides in urban areas.  

 

2.4  The country  has a small but increasing population with a growth rate estimated at 2.8% 

per annum. The total fertility rate dropped from 6.0% in 1993 to 5.4% in 2003. This has resulted 

in a population bulge where the under 15 age group constitutes  41% of the population. This 

translates into a high proportion of young people for which the country’s  economy will have to 

provide sources of livelihood and income. The population density is 127 persons per square 

kilometer and as high as 4478 in Kanifing Municipal Council, the most densely populated 

district. The high population growth rate, which is combined with the high internal migration 

rate, has  been recognized as a serious challenge by the country’s government. A National 

Population Policy was passed by the parliament in 1992 and a National Population Secretariat 

was established in 1993. 

 

2.5  The Gambia has shown good progress in achieving MDG 2 on Universal Primary 

Education. Gross enrolment rates are 92% (2007/08). The country  scores well on MDG 4 as 

gender parity for primary education is 1.06 due to successful programs to enhance girls’ 

enrolment. The literacy rate for the population that is over 10 years old is 52%, 40% for women 

and 64% for men (2003 census).  Maternal mortality in The Gambia is still high, and far from the 



MDG 5 in spite of some improvements. By contrast, The Gambia performs well on child 

vaccination rates with the measles immunization rate close to the MDG 4 target of 100% 

(92.4%), even though under-five  mortality rates are  still high (99/1000) and  far from the MDG 

4 target of 67/1000.  

  

2.6  The Mandinka, the country’s  largest ethnic group, constitutes 36.8% of the population, 

followed by Fula 19.5%, Wolof 15%, Jola 10.7%, Serahuli 9,2% and a number of smaller ethic 

groups such as Serer (2.9 %) and Creole/Aku Marabout (2.5%). Ethnicity is a relevant factor 

with regard to economic empowerment as the division of labor is linked to ethnicity and gender. 

For example, Jola women from  Senegal often work as maids and Mandinka women grow 

vegetables. The AfDB’s CSIP project encouraged women to weave, an occupation that otherwise 

was associated with Serahuli men. Certain social practices, such as Female Genital 

Mutilation/Cutting (FGM/C) and Kanyaleng organizations for infertile women also follow ethnic 

division lines.  

 

2.7 Female headed households accounted for 15.3% of all households in 2008. Data from 

1993 suggests that 19.4% of households were female-headed in urban areas, while the 

percentage was 12.8 % in rural areas. At the time, the difference was explained by the fact that 

living without male supervision was more acceptable in urban areas. The same data set also 

suggested  that half of all female heads of household were de facto household heads only, 

meaning they held this position only during the absence of their  husbands.1  

 

2.8 Until recently, few public resources had  been allocated to social welfare. However, one 

of the targets in the new National Health Policy “Health is Wealth” is to establish a National 

Social Welfare Trust for vulnerable groups. Most people have been relying on kinship networks 

for social security. Large family units consist of several households and individuals, both in 

urban and rural settings, in the country and abroad. Families cooperate to create viable units 

through economic exchange and transfer of children between units. Child fostering is frequently 

practiced and as many as 20% of the children may be living with kin persons. Transfer of 

children may be permanent or temporary arrangements and may be motivated by the need to 

strengthen family relations, economic sustainability or compensate for childlessness.   

 

3.  Policy Framework and Poverty Reduction 

3.1 Macroeconomic Framework   

3.1.1  Good economic management has resulted in improved macroeconomic performance 

during the  2005-2010 period, with an average real GDP growth of over 5%. Despite the global 

demand shock, which depressed tourism and remittances receipts, real GDP still grew by 5.7% in 

2010, which is a slight decline from 6.3% real GDP growth in 2009. Macroeconomic policy in 

2011 is expected to be based on a fiscal position that aims  to limit government domestic 

borrowing in order to ease pressure on inflation, interest rates and  exchange rate.  The Gambia 

continues to face a heavy debt burden where interest on debt consumes about 20% of government 

revenues with roughly 80% paid on domestic debt. Despite the government’s endeavors on the 

                                                
1 National Planning Commission  Light Poverty Study Report, 2008;  www.humanrightshouse.org  

http://www.humanrightshouse.org/


macroeconomic policy front, the Gambian government continues to be beset by a combination of 

structural problems, most of which are attributable to shortcomings in policy reforms, institutional 

capacity and governance problems. 

 

3.1.2  National development planning and budget formulation is firmly centered on the second 

Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRSP II) covering an implementation period of 5 years (2007 – 

2011). A new Program for Accelerated Growth and Employment (PAGE) is expected to cover 

2012-2015. The PRSP II was, until 2011, the key development framework that has informed the 

priorities for achieving the Government’s development agenda.  It reflects Vision 2020, the 25-

year long-term strategy to transform the country  into a middle-income country.  The PRSP II and 

Vision 2020 explicitly support the promotion of gender equality and gender mainstreaming. 

 

3.1.3 The PRSP II has supported five pillars: (i) creating enabling policy environment; (ii) 

enhancing capacity and output of the productive sectors; (iii) improving the coverage of the basic 

social services and social protection; (iv) enhancing governance systems and building the capacity 

of local communities and civil society organizations to play an active role in growth creation and 

poverty reduction; and (v) mainstreaming cross-cutting issues, namely; gender equality, youth, 

population, HIV/AIDS, nutrition and the environment into the development process.  Although 

the government adopted a target that 30 percent of its  revenues should be spent on priority areas 

identified in the PRSP II, such expenditures have only accounted for 25 percent of revenues in 

recent years.  

 

Box 2: Gender Equality in  PRSP II 

 

 

PRSP II notes that the effective implementation of the National Women’s Policy was challenged 

by lack of adequate human resources capacity , finance and materials. It also notes that 

women’s empowerment has been challenged by low literacy levels, low participation in decision-

making at national and local levels, inadequate knowledge of legal provisions, and gender-based 

violence.  

 

The interventions during  the PRSP II period included activities to create an enabling policy 

framework for gender equality, such as an updated gender policy and plan of action; to build the 

capacities of relevant stakeholders to mainstream gender with tools, training and human 

resources; and advocacy on better gender sensitive policies and bigger budgets for gender 

mainstreaming.  

 

PRSP II also had a special focus on improving women’s and girls’ education and skills 

development through parity at all levels of education and skills training; and to build women’s 

entrepreneurial skills and opportunities in all productive sectors through training, the supply of 

credit, marketing and storage facilities, labor-saving devices and land ownership. The plan 

reviews and improves the legal framework for women’s rights, mobilizes sufficient resources and 

puts in place a monitoring and evaluation system.  

 

 



3.1.4  The Government of the Gambia (GOTG) is in the process of implementing public 

financial management reforms, including the budget framework moving away from the 

conventional line-item support to sector budgeting. Reflecting this shift, the 2011 budget places 

emphasis on aligning expenditures to priorities that best support the achievement of the PRSP-II 

and MDGs. In the medium term, investments in the agricultural, educational, health, infrastructure 

and tourism sectors will increase. Monetary policy has focused on containing inflation below 6%, 

maintaining exchange rate stability and a viable external position. Also, sectors dependent on 

tourism and remittances from abroad, which were hit hard by the global economic crisis, are 

beginning to show signs of recovery. 

 

3.1.5  As part of the reform, gender-responsive budgeting is being introduced as a tool for 

strengthening gender equality in development financing in the Gambia. A number of development 

partners, including the Commonwealth Secretariat, the United Nations Development Program 

(UNDP) and the United Nations Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA) have provided support 

for gender-responsive budget training for the Gender Focal Points Network and other 

stakeholders. However, the training is being done in an ad hoc manner and not within an 

institutional setting, much like most gender training activities. This approach is not having the 

desired results and more attention needs to be given to a gender budgeting strategy that is linked 

to overall efforts to introduce changes in public finance management.  

3.2  Poverty 

3.2.1 Poverty reduction is a major development challenge in view of a rapidly increasing 

population size and limited resources. In a 2008 poverty assessment The Gambia Bureau of 

Statistics (GBOS) has estimated the poverty level to be 55.5% down from 61.2% in 2003. 

However a more recent Multidimensional Poverty Index has suggested that the overall poverty 

rate has again increased to 61%. 
2
 Data from the 2003 Integrated Household Survey Results 

suggest that agricultural workers and unskilled laborers are the poorest strata of society with 78% 

being considered poor. This is also reflected in the large rural-urban disparity in poverty rates 

(67.8% rural compared to 39.6% urban).  

 

3.2.2 An important feature of poverty in The Gambia is its gender inequality dimension as 

women constitute the majority of the poor and extremely poor, exacerbated by the fact they 

occupy a low socio-economic status. Reinforcing this profile is the Gambia’s Gender 

Development Index (GDI) value, 0.496 which has been compared to its Human Development 

Index (HDI) value of 0.502. Most notably, its GDI value is 98.8% of its HDI value
3
. However, in 

a recent World Bank analysis based on the 2003 Integrated Household Survey, female-headed 

households were shown to have significantly lower poverty rates compared to male-headed 

households.
4
 One possible reason is that female-headed households may be benefiting more from 

remittances than male-headed households.  

 

3.2.3  Poverty differentials among men and women are largely the result of women’s restricted 

productive assets such as land.  In the absence of laws or policies that explicitly redress these 

                                                
2 The Gambia MDG Status Report 2010, Ministry of Economic Planning and Industrial Development. 
3 The Gambia Human Development Index-UNDP Human Development Report 2007-2008 
4 The Gambia Poverty Reduction Challenges and Opportunities: Poverty Assessment. World Bank, 2009 



women find themselves at a great disadvantage as agricultural-based producers with little access 

to credit or support services.  Moreover, high levels of illiteracy among adult Gambian women 

prevent them from learning skills that might increase their agricultural productivity or open 

avenues for more lucrative income generation activities. Studies have established that overall 

male per capita income is nearly four times higher than that of females.
5
  

 

3.3 Employment 

3.3.1 The Gambian labor force has increased steadily since the 1980s and labor supply in both 

rural and urban areas is mostly unskilled with 47% active and employed population having had 

no schooling at all in 2003. Forty-eight percent of the population over 17 years old was 

economically active in 2003 and of these, 45% were women. In 2008, of all employed Gambian, 

only 17.3% were salaried workers. In fact, 38.6% of employed men and 33.7% of women were 

unpaid contribution workers. Unemployment is estimated to be very high, but exact figures are 

not available.  

 

Table 1: Percentage of Female Labor in Selective Sectors
6
 

Sector    % total   % women 

    Employment  of employed in sector 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Agriculture and Husbandry  50 (*56)   65 (*65.5)   

  

Wholesale and Trade   15   44 

Community, social and personal      

Services    12   40 

Fisheries      1   16 

Hotels and Restaurants     2   41 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

The figures in Table 1 above illustrate well that even though tourism and fisheries are the biggest 

producers of export income after agriculture and trade, very few jobs are actually available in 

these sectors. It is estimated that tourism creates approximately 10,000 jobs (including self- 

employment in petty trade) and fisheries about 7,000. Only 4, 219 women work in hotels and 

restaurants while 1,112 women are involved in fisheries.  

 

3.3.2  Employment patterns reflect the same gender inequalities that persist in other areas of 

the country’s economy. The formal sector is not well developed and absorbs only 20% of the 

labor force. Employment opportunities in the formal sector are unfavorable for women due to 

their low educational attainment. The high rates of female illiteracy prevent women from taking 

advantage of government sponsored affirmative action measures. Women’s employment is 

concentrated in certain informal activities, such as self-employment. They tend to be 

concentrated in more precarious forms of employment. Moreover, as many women combine 
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work in the market and non-market sectors (that is,  combine paid work with unpaid housework 

or family labor) their choice of paid occupations is limited. Reinforcing this pattern of gender 

inequality in the public sector, women make up only 21% of the civil service with the majority in 

support rather than managerial positions. In fact, even though women constitute 45% of the 

economically active population, they occupy only 9.4% of the skilled labor force, and they pre-

dominate in the unskilled labor category (62%).   

 

3.3.3 Other gender gaps in employment relate to the range and types of employment which are 

available, and the earning.  Male workers are employed in a wider range of occupations, partially 

a result of the education and training available to male workers and the customary gender roles in 

the Gambian labor market. There is also evidence of labor market segmentation by sex.  Whereas 

employed men work in occupations such as vehicle driver, protection services, building, 

mechanic and fishery, female workers are predominantly employed in petty trading, domestic 

services and clerical jobs. While 45 per cent of men reported that they had never received any 

training, the proportion of women reporting that they had no access to training was 61 percent. 

There is also evidence of a significant gender earnings gap. Estimates from the data on wages 

and earnings suggest that the earnings of employed men are 1.6 times larger than those of 

employed women.
7
  

 

3.3.4 The private sector is the main employer in the economy – however, many of those 

employed in the private sector are in farming (66% women against 32% men) and they lack the 

opportunities to expand and make their undertakings more profitable. The Gambia is 

characterized by a scarcity of investment due to the extremely small size of the Gambian market. 

High transaction costs further hinder the expansion opportunities of micro and small informal 

businesses. In fact, access to credit remains a critical constraint on  most local enterprises as do 

the weaknesses in the public infrastructure, particularly in the energy and transport sectors. With 

regard to private businesses, women are leading the trade/selling (34.8 against 20.4%), services 

(22.7 against 20.1%), administration (9.8 against 8.2%), agriculture (11.4 against 4.9%) and the 

education/health sectors (4.5 against 2.4%). Men dominate in construction/carpentry (22.5 

against 4.5%) and transport businesses (10.9 against 0.8%).
8
 

3.4 Micro-finance 

3.4.1  Microfinance is recognized as an enabling development resource for both men and 

women to escape the poverty cycle.  In The Gambia, the microfinance sector operates in a multi-

faceted manner and involves a multiplicity of actors, including the government, NGOs and the 

private sector. Despite its acknowledged pivotal role in providing development opportunities, 

microfinance is largely a “free-wheeling” sector as there is currently no regulatory framework to 

guide and optimize micro-credit.  In particular, the setting of interest rates appears random at 

best and left to the discretion of intermediaries. The rediscount rate of the country’s Central Bank 

is 15%.  The commercial banks charge up to 27 percent for business loans while microfinance 

institutions can charge from 12 to 40 percent. 
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 3.4.2  A review of the sector reveals striking gender differentiated features as follows: (i) most 

of the microcredit clients are rural poor, 70 percent of whom are women; (ii) an estimated 90 

percent of microfinance goes to women owners of small enterprises; (iii) repayment rates of the 

loans are in the range of 80 to 90 per cent, indicating that loans to small borrowers with little 

collateral assets can still be successfully managed with the right institutional setting.
9
 However, 

information on microfinance as a sector is difficult to access as much of the available 

information is project-based and reporting is mainly in financial terms rather than  on the overall 

development impact and outcome of microfinance.  

 

3.4.3 Credit to the agricultural sector is heavily dependent on commercial banks, which 

provide approximately two-thirds of the total credit to the sector. However, commercial banks 

mostly limit their exposure to large, short-term loans for groundnut trading. 

Microfinance Institutions (MFIs) provide the remaining third of the formal credit to the rural 

sector, 90 percent to small enterprises. Approximately only 30 percent of the rural population 

receives credit, and it is estimated that the rural credit supply will  have to increase by up to 60 

percent to cover unmet demand. MFIs are expected to play a significant role in meeting this 

demand. However, at present no MFIs are operationally and financially self-sufficient and most 

rely heavily on outside funding.  

 

3.4.4 The Village Savings and Credit Associations (VISACA) were initiated in the 1980s by 

the Ministry of Agriculture as a mechanism for encouraging farmers at the Jahally Pacchar 

Smallholder Rice Project to save their increased incomes resulting from the project. Following 

their success in  recent years, the associations are now fully supported by the Central Bank as 

rural financial institutions. The VISACA approach is strictly participatory with target groups 

playing the lead role in the affairs of the village “banks” which they manage. The Village 

General Assembly, which is responsible for defining all credit policies of the bank, selects 

cashiers, a management committee and internal auditors. The management committee is 

responsible for all loan appraisals, disbursements and loan follow-up and recovery. Membership 

is not restricted to members of the immediate village, but open to all upon  payment of a 

membership fee. Women make up half the membership of the VISACAs and the VISACA 

management committees. 

 

Box 3: The Gambia Women’s Finance Association (GAWFA) 

 

 

GAWFA is the leading and the first micro-finance institution established in 1987 in The Gambia. 

The Association has successfully provided microfinance services to grassroots women and men. 

It has a one-stop-shop approach for delivering loans and services, which include capacity 

building, group dynamic training, savings mobilization and business literacy. Products include 

group loans (65%) and individual loans, the latter large disbursement  in the Greater Banjul 

area. The Association represents a best practice model for the management of microfinance with 

a pro-poor perspective in The Gambia.  

 

                                                
9 The Gambia Beijing +15 Report, 2010, p. 19 



In December 2010, GAWFA had 49,000 members and 14,780 active borrowers, 96% of 

whomare women. GAWFA enforces an integrated savings and credit program and has registered 

repayment rates of 98%. GAWFA also gives business advice, supports women’s savings’ clubs, 

and is engaged in policy dialogue and advocacy for women’s empowerment.  

(http://www.gawfa.com) 

 

 

3.4.5 Kafos are organizations or “clubs” with social, cultural, religious, political or economic 

functions. Some kafos are village-based interest organizations which revolve around economic 

activities such as gardening, marketing, crafts, soap making or sheep fattening. Kafos may pool 

resources from membership fees, subscriptions and income derived from group activities. They 

may also act as savings associations (oususo) and some are registered and use this opportunity to 

access group-based micro-credit loans for agricultural inputs. Since Kafos have such a long 

history, they are powerful tools getting women together around economic activities and they 

offer mutual support to its members in times of crisis.  

 

3.4.6 The Gambia Social Development Fund (SDF) was institutionalized in February 1998 

under the sponsorship of the AfDB, as an autonomous umbrella-funding agency for poverty 

alleviation activities in the country. It is designed to work with decentralized financial 

institutions, civil society organizations (CBO), Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 

Public Service Institutions in the delivery of its services. It engages in entrepreneurship training 

and functions in effect as a wholesaler of micro-credit. The main target beneficiaries are women, 

youths and the handicapped. The SDF is a longstanding partner of the AfDB having housed 

many of the credit components of AfDB projects. It currently manages the Entrepreneurship 

Promotion and Micro-finance Development Project (EPMDP), which combines credit to small 

and medium enterprises with training and business support. Seventy percent of this project’s  

beneficiaries  are women.  

 

3.4.7  The issue of microfinance as a poverty reduction tool was brought up in various focus 

group discussions conducted by the team. The overwhelming response was that microfinance is 

indeed the only way poor women can access funds to start up small enterprises or learn skills to 

contribute to household income. However, a majority expressed the view that interest rates were 

too high. While women managed to pay back their loans, particularly since most of these loans 

are group-based and impose a certain measure of peer pressure, the loans do not always 

transform women’s livelihoods. Microfinance as it is operated in The Gambia has reached a 

threshold where its developmental impact is diminished due to the unregulated nature of the 

sector.  

 

3.4.5  A number of key development partners, including the AfDB and the International Fund 

for Agricultural Development (IFAD) through the Support to Rural Finance Project play an 

important role in the microfinance sector. The IFAD Rural Finance Project works directly with 

rural finance institutions such as the VISACA’s and is aimed at strengthening the institutional 

capacity of the financial institutions to manage microfinance. Interestingly, efforts to formulate a 

national strategic framework on microfinance have been spearheaded by these development 

partners. For example, as part of the EPMDP, an assessment of the micro-finance sector has been 

conducted. It is to inform the formulation of a policy, regulatory and legal environment 

http://www.gawfa.com/


conducive for the promotion and development of the industry in The Gambia. This process 

represents a strategic opportunity to address some of the critical gender gaps that can make a 

difference to poverty reduction efforts in the Gambia. 

4. Strategic Sectors for Gender Equality 

4.1 The Agricultural Sector 

4.1.1 Agriculture accounted for 30.1% of the country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2010. 

It represents the main source of income generation for the majority in rural areas where 90% of 

economically active women and 70% of the economically active men were involved in some 

form of agriculture and animal husbandry (2003 census). Among the economically active urban 

population, 16.3% of the women and 5.5% of the men are involved in agriculture and husbandry. 

However, about 91% of the extremely poor and 72% of the poor are  in the agricultural sector.  

 

4.1.2 The agricultural sector is guided by the Agriculture and Natural Resources (ANR) Policy 

(2006-2015) and the 2011-2015 Draft Gambia National Agricultural Investment Plan (GNAIP) . 

The policy emphasizes the important role of women in agriculture and also recognizes that  

women’s access to credit, services and productive resources is limited. It calls for functional 

gender sensitive rural financial services and vows to address women access to land tenure to 

facilitate their effective participation in the irrigation sub-sector. The GNAIP foresees, for 

example, programs to support women and youth in the irrigation of horticulture and up-land 

crops.  The planned fisheries products chain interventions in GNAIP target specifically women 

fish processors (drying and smoking) with capacity development and operational support. 

GNAIP also foresees interventions to assist women and youths to secure rights to land. 

 

Box 4: Gender Aspects of the ANR Policy 

 

 

The ANR acknowledges women producers and their groups and associations are challenged by 

inadequate access to essential inputs such as farm mechanization and that even though women’s 

right to land is recognized in principle, in practice this right is hardly exercised. Women farmers 

also have limited access to information on new technologies.  

The strategies suggested include: (i) advocating  for the enactment and enforcement of 

appropriate legislation in order to enhance full access, security and, where appropriate, 

ownership of land by women, (ii) including  women in research and extension programs and 

accompanying support services and inputs; (iii) targeting women in the value chain approach 

for selected commodities; (iv) assisting women groups in skills building in key areas of 

information and enterprise management, marketing negotiations; and (v) encouraging  the active 

participation and leadership of women in producers’ organizations. 

 

 

4.1.3 Crop production constitutes the largest part, followed by livestock, horticulture, fishing 

and forestry. Of the total cultivated area of 353,000 hectares, 57% were cultivated with coarse 

grain, mostly millet and maize, 37% with groundnut and 6% with rice. Between 2007/08 and 

2009/10 groundnuts increased from 72,000 tons to 115,000 tons, rice from 11,400 tons to 61,000 

tons and millet increased from 89,000 tons to 142,000 tons. According to the Light Poverty 



Survey, groundnuts account for 60% of domestic export and 55% of rural households are 

engaged in its production. Groundnuts are the country’s  most important cash crop. Crop 

production in the Gambia is characterized by low productivity, caused by low usage of 

fertilizers, post-harvest loss due to lack of markets and storage facilities and insufficient 

modernization. Horticulture contributes 4% to GDP. Main crops are tomatoes, onions, cabbage, 

eggplant, okra, herbs, peppers, carrots, cucumbers and beans, as well as fruits. Nearly 88 percent 

of all women farmers in The Gambia are estimated to be engaged in individual or communal 

horticultural activities. Small yields, lack of regard for quality and diversification of the crop, 

and large post-harvest losses due to lack of storage and transport facilities limit market access 

and incomes. 

 

4.1.4 With regard to fisheries, the sector’s contribution to The Gambia’s GDP is variously 

estimated at between 3 and 12%
10

. The industrial fisheries sub-sector provides permanent and 

part-time employment to 1,500 people. The artisanal fishery sub-sector provides direct and 

indirect employment to 25,000 to 30,000 persons, comprising fishermen, fish processors and fish 

traders (mainly women) and boat builders and fisheries mechanics (all men). Conservation of the 

region’s fisheries stock is a major challenge the fisheries sector continues to grabble with. Recent 

statistics indicate that  fish stocks continue to decline partly due to overfishing, aggravated by the 

use of inappropriate fishing methods and poaching by unlicensed vessels. The establishment of 

appropriate infrastructure such as improved landing sites, cold storage and market places for fish 

trading throughout the country aims at minimizing post-harvest losses.  

 

4.1.5 Livestock contributes about 24% of the agricultural GDP. Livestock comprise well-adapted 

low productivity trypanotolerant strains of cattle (300,000), sheep (155,000), goats (214,000), 

poultry (740,000 of which 95% are local breeds) and pigs (14,000). Cattle are kept mainly by 

men for reasons of prestige and savings and not for production. Small ruminants and poultry are 

generally owned by women and are important supplements both to household nutrition and 

income. Animals are kept under traditional conditions with the exception of the fattening of 

sheep and goats by women for the Tabaski festival when animals are selected, penned and hand 

fed before being sold to a premium market.  

 

Gendered Division of labor 

4.1.6  Crops are grown according to gendered division of labor: men primarily grow sorghum, 

millet, maize and groundnuts in the high lands, while women primarily grow low-land rice and 

vegetables. Male varieties are generally grown on up-land fields in the rainy season. Vegetables 

have been grown in the dry season, although there have  recently been experiments with rainy 

season vegetable growing. Rice is the most labor-intensive crop.  Rice fields are of three main 

types – rain-fed, irrigated or tidal/swamp. Irrigated rice has the potential for much higher yields 

as swamp rice. Irrigated rice has been introduced for double cropping, suggesting that rain-fed 

rice in the rainy season will  be grown for subsistence, while the second, irrigated crop will  

create a surplus for sale.  
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4.1.7 Strict divisions of labor also apply traditionally to husbandry and fisheries. As is the case 

in large parts of Africa, women are in charge of small ruminants and chicken while men deal 

with cattle for reasons of prestige. They are important supplements both to household nutrition 

and to income. At the stakeholder consultancy, several women referred to poultry projects 

directed towards women but support services are inadequate. In the fisheries sector men are 

responsible for the actual fishing, while women are engaged in landing the fish, processing and 

trading it, both fresh and smoked or dried. This applies both to the artisanal and the industrial 

sector. Women are also involved in collecting and preparing oysters and various shellfish. The 

conditions of work for women in the artisanal fisheries sub-sector are difficult.  Carrying the fish 

from the boats subjects women to the elements while the smoking process has negative impact 

on their respiratory systems. Cold storage for fresh fish, transport and market access are a 

problem and lead to large post-harvest losses. Though lucrative,  the collection of oysters is 

problematic because the season is short (from March to June only).  

 

 Access to Land  

4.1.8 Several systems of land tenure coexist. At district level, traditional authority on land 

tenure matters rests with the district chief, who is responsible for allocating  unclaimed land, 

settlement of disputes between villages and guiding the affairs of his constituency. At village 

level, authority rests with the alkalo (village head), supported by a council of elders. The alkalo 

may be elected from a master or founder lineage, but it is today largely appointed by the 

president. Under the modern local government system, authority for land tenure issues at district 

level is vested in the district commissioner of the Ministry of Local Government, assisted by an 

elected local government area (LGA) council, composed of representatives of electoral wards. 

However, local government involvement in land distribution is not practiced in all local 

government areas.  

 

4.1.9  The Land Act states that ultimate rights to land are vested in the District Authorities and 

that the "occupation and use" of land is governed by customary laws. Mandinka households 

distinguish between two types of land use on family held land: household production on 

collective fields known as mauro and individual production on plots known as kamanyango. As 

part of the marital contract women were obliged to provide labor on the collectively grown land, 

in return, they are given usufructs rights to grow the kamanyango rice fields. Although the 

practice of lending land creates a mechanism of redistribution, it does not operate equitably since 

rich immigrants who lend money to the elders of the founding lineages are able to borrow larger 

areas of good land than the poor, particularly if they are of low social status. Claims to land are 

largely determined by gender, generation, decent and the social support networks such relations 

give rise to.
11

 

 

4.1.10  Women’s access to land remains largely based on customary law where the land belongs 

to founding families and the user rights of in-married women and other “strangers” are unstable. 

The Women’s Act states that “women shall have the right to equal treatment in land and agrarian 

reform, as well as in land resettlement schemes” but it does not explicitly protect women’s rights 

to control or own land. Early agricultural development projects such as the Jahally Patcharr 
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Project, challenged existing ownership and user rights to land. In an attempt to include men in 

rice production as a cash crop, early rice development projects allocated land that was initially 

controlled by individual women to compounds, controlled by male household heads. That meant 

that women’s kamanyongo land was incorporated as mauro land, the produce of which was 

controlled by the male household head. Women resisted this redefinition and loss of land rights 

and in subsequent projects, rice land was reverted back to women farmers, largely by negotiating 

new land contracts for women beneficiaries of projects with individual headmen. The Gambian 

irrigated rice projects have been hailed as a good practice with regard to women’s land rights. 

However, effectively the “success” of conferring onto women rights to irrigated rice land is but a 

reversal of previous negative effects of the projects (also see Box 5 below). Presently, most 

women have long-term user rights to their rice plots. Even in cases of divorce where the wife is 

not from the village she is entitled to keep using the land. Vegetable growing women on the 

North Bank gained access to land by buying or renting land that men use for other crops during 

the rainy season for the dry season. Although men formally control this land, women are able to 

pass the user rights to the land to their daughters. 

 

Access to inputs and services 

 4.1.11 Subsidies on fertilizers were removed in 1987 and prices increased four-fold. From 1987 

to 1990 fertilizer imports  dropped from 5,500 tons to 600 tons, increasing again to 2,500 in 1998 

due to subsidized fertilizer donations. In the years before 2008, the level fluctuated around 800 

tons. In 2008, only 65% of the farmers had used fertilizer. Among those who had not used 

fertilizer, 75% gave lack of affordability as the reason for not using it.  Likewise, only 72% of 

farmers used draft animals almost half of those who did not use them cited financial constraints 

(42.1%). Unfortunately, data were not available in a disaggregated manner, and do not provide 

information about whether fertilizer was used distinctively on certain crops only or by men more 

than women. Experiences from other parts of Africa would suggest that fertilizer is firstly used 

on cash crop, which in the Gambia are largely controlled by men. 

 

Box 5: Women Rice Farmers in Brikama Ba: “Rice Fields Are Our Husbands”. 

 

 

During a meeting with members of the Rice Farmers’ Association in the Jahally Pacharr area, 

women farmers explained with some passion that the various irrigated rice projects had 

improved their work conditions. Prior to the regulation of the flood plain, they had to be 

immersed in water all day. This was difficult since they had to carry babies in dishes on their 

head.  

 

Women appreciate their guaranteed user rights of the land and they are happy to have a strong 

voice in the cooperative where they are the majority. The fields are no longer tied to the duration 

of the marriage and they proudly explain that now “the fields are our husbands”. They are also 

happy that now they can get credit through the cooperative and that they avoid having to get 

credits through their husbands who would take 75% for themselves. The loans they receive in the 

Association are pegged to the land as collateral. They say they do not joke about their land that 

is why they pay back. 

 



But the women complain that productivity of the rice fields has gone down, that they can barely 

break even after purchasing all the inputs and renting the machinery they purchased together. 

Their biggest problem is that the cooperative that bought their rice has collapsed and they now  

lack a secured market, storage and threshing facilities. They have been empowered socially, but 

their economic empowerment is still a dream. 

 

 

4.1.12  Extension services for agriculture are generally inadequate due to lack of trained human 

resources and investment in new technologies to increase productivity at the household level. 

The extension/farmer ratio is 1:1,000 and delivery is not cost-effective. Extension workers are 

not equipped with essential working tools such as mobility or well planned extension messages, 

skills and knowledge to transfer appropriate technologies or provide much-needed advice to 

producers in the investment and management of their enterprises. In addition, in the crop sector, 

extension services are largely geared towards male-dominated agricultural activities such as the 

production of cash and export crops. Extension workers for the horticultural and livestock sub-

sectors are particularly lacking in quality. It is evident that little extension outreach is directed to 

women farmers and little attention has been paid to their gender-specific needs.  This has had an 

impact on their levels of productivity and, in some cases, their ability to pay back micro-credit 

loans used to set up vegetable and horticultural activities. 

 

Marketing 

4.1.14  While the Women’s Act affirms women’s “right to have access to agricultural credit and 

loans, marketing facilities and appropriate technology” the reality is far from this ideal.  In the 

Light Poverty Study, half of all surveyed households complained about marketing problems. 

While both women and men are affected, women’s crops are particularly sensitive to the 

marketing failures. There is no organized marketing system for women’s main crop - rice. In the 

local markets, rice is sold by cups. This lack of organization runs through the entire production 

chain for rice and so there are no collection points or milling centers in proximity to local 

markets where women could take their produce. In fact, in 1971, when fertilizer was still 

subsidized, The Gambia met 76% of total demand for rice with domestic production. After  

subsidies on fertilizer and the import tariff on rice were removed in 1986-87, local production of 

rice decreased dramatically and imports increased. In 2004, only 11% of the need was produced 

locally and while in 2008 imported rice was more expensive than local rice, no large scale 

market for the domestic rice is available for producers and consumers alike. The government 

reintroduced a 5% sales tax on imported rice in 2010 in order to encourage more domestic 

production.
12

 This might prove to be beneficial for women farmers. 

 

 

Box 6 : “ The Gambia is Good”  

 

 

The Gambia is Good (GiG) is a joint initiative of Concern Universal and the not-for-profit 

business Haygrove Development in the UK, and funded by DFID, and it aims at  bringing small-
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scale farmers closer to the market. The Initiative realized that the produce market is not 

diversified enough, lacks quality and seasonally floods the market. New farming techniques and 

new crops mean the farmers, 90% of whom are women, can earn money all year round. GiG 

purchases from 1,000 farmers and retails to hotels, restaurants and supermarkets diverting sales 

away from importers to local produce, thus increasing the multiplier effect of tourism. Farmng 

incomes increased manifold and have become more stable. GiG receives a number of awards for 

its  work. 

www.concernuniversal.org/index.php?  

 

 

4.1.15 Vegetables, another woman’s crop, also lacks good markets and marketing strategies. 

When vegetables were introduced on the North Bank in the 1970s, the sale was done from door-

to-door and prices were lucrative. Thirty women took part in an onion pilot project in Kerewan 

in the seventies, and in 1990 their number had grown to 540. In Bakau, Banjulnding and other 

collective gardens in the semi-urban areas, hundreds of women grow vegetables. More than 500 

women grow vegetables in the communal garden in Bakau alone. The marketing of horticultural 

produce by smallholder women farmers is generally carried out individually in weekly village 

markets, locally known as loumos or in the regular daily markets located in the major urban 

centers. Produce that is often displayed on the ground without any shade has a negative effect on 

prices received by women. In addition, post-harvest losses of produce are high due to lack of 

proper cooling storage facilities. Space in existing markets is another problem. Women also 

grow similar crops, which tends to flood the market and decrease prices. 

 

4.1.16 Livestock marketing is controlled entirely by traditional livestock traders who are 

involved in the purchase and slaughter of both cattle and small ruminants. The trader buys the 

animals from loumos and transports them to the holding grounds situated near abattoirs and sold 

to butchers who, in turn, retail meat on  the market. In the rural areas, animals are slaughtered in 

the backyards of the owners or at slaughter slabs in the regional centers. The meat is hung in 

open-air stalls for sale to consumers. Generally, the stalls do not have screens and the meat is 

subject to contamination. Meat supplies to Greater Banjul are provided from central abattoirs 

located at Abuko, a facility managed by a private sector enterprise. Milk is traditionally 

processed by women to produce sour milk, which is sold in the urban areas, and in regional 

centers. The main constraint on traditional processing of milk is the non-adherence to hygienic 

standards, which discourages many consumers from purchasing the product. 

 

4.1.14 Transport, which encompasses roads as well as vehicles, remains a major barrier to the 

marketing of agricultural produce across the board.  For women producers in rural areas, this 

imposes severe constraints particularly on  moving perishable products such as fish and 

vegetables.  They incur substantial post-harvest losses for which they cannot be compensated and 

so the returns to their labor input remain at or below subsistence and a major factor for being 

caught in the poverty trap. 

 

4.1.15 The Women’s Bureau, with substantial funding from the Spanish Cooperation, has 

finalized plans for the building of a multi-purpose center outside Banjul, which would include 

marketing and storage facilities for women’s produce. The centre is meant to solve women’s 

http://www.concernuniversal.org/index.php


marketing problems; its location however means that transport will remain a challenge which 

might reduce the utility of the market by  women in remoter rural areas.  

4.2 The Health Sector 

4.2.1  Major health challenges in the Gambia are related to reproductive health, under five 

mortality, nutrition, malaria and TB. The Department of State for Health and Social Welfare 

cooperates with a number of different institutions in their funding and provision of health 

services. In 2004, 24% of health and social welfare spending in the Gambia came from the 

national budget, while the rest came from donors, NGOs and the private sector. Health 

expenditures constituted 14.9% of the Gross Domestic Product in 2004, down from 16.9 in 2002. 

The National Health Policy “Health is Wealth” (2011-2015) seeks to enhance the delivery and 

quality of health services. It targets, among others, severe reductions in maternal mortality, and 

fertility, for example, through 24/7 Emergency Obstetric Care as part of the minimum health care 

package, protection of the free of cost policy for MCH services. A National Reproductive Health 

Strategy is in the process of being formulated.  

 

Health Services  

4.2.2 Apart from the Ministry, the National Population Secretariat, the National AIDS 

Secretariat and the National Nutrition Unit are other governmental institutions involved in health 

care delivery. UNFPA, UNDP, UNICEF and a number of local NGOs contribute to health 

prevention and treatment. Some of the latter such as The Gambia Committee on Traditional 

Practices affecting the health of Women and children (GAMCOTRAP), The Foundation for 

Research on Women’s Health Productivity and the Environment (Bafrow), Tostan ( 

"breakthrough" in Wollof) to mention just a few, mainstream health prevention into their 

programs. The Gambia Family Planning Association (GFPA) provides a full repertoire of 

reproductive health services, as do also a number of private health providers. The coordination of 

donor support in the sector has not been effective and the new health policy states that there is a 

need for better co-ordination of activities and resources.  

 

4.2.3 Over the last years, there has been an increase in health facilities. The government is 

responsible for five hospitals, including the main referral hospital - Royal Victoria Training 

Hospital in Banjul. The 6 strategically placed major health centers are unfortunately not 

equipped for comprehensive Emergency Obstetric Care. Two hundred and fifteen outreach teams 

from health facilities visit primary health care villages on a regular basis. The quality of the 

health services, however, remains a problem and skilled personnel are scarce. Only 48% of the 

respondents of the 2008 Light Poverty Study said they had good access to health facilities. The 

primary health care (PHC) system was introduced in The Gambia in 1983 and was considered 

well developed. Villages with more than 400 inhabitants became PHC villages with a village 

health worker (VHW) and a traditional birth attendant (TBA) trained by the government.  

Eighty-five percent of the Gambian population lives within 3km and 97% within 5 km from a 

PHC post or outreach clinic. The ministry is  in the process of creating more PHC villages with 

improved compensation mechanisms for  health workers.  

 

4.2.4 Internationally, there has been a policy shift as research has shown no evidence that 

training TBAs reduces maternal mortality. Rather, the focus has been on providing access to 

Emergency Obstetric Care. All child-bearing women should have access to a skilled birth 



attendant and a health facility to give birth in.  However, realizing that this cannot be provided 

universally within a short time frame, the pendulum is about to swing back; this time there is a 

discussion about how TBAs can be trained towards an optimal role in the primary health care 

system. Since 2008, antenatal care and birth attendance are  free of charge. However, costs 

related to transport, drugs, blood supplies and bed if an extra night in the hospital is necessary 

still pose financial problems to women. 

 

4.2.5  Transportation to health facilities is one of the largest problems constraining access. 

Although several of the health centers and all hospitals have got ambulance services, their 

coverage and access to fuel are insufficient. Horse or donkey carts are substitutes for motorized 

ambulance transport, but even such alternative transport is a problem in remoter areas. Drug 

supplies at health facilities are insufficient and patients generally rely on pharmacies where 

prices are too costly for them. The sub-standard quality of health services has been related to 

lack of sufficient number of qualified staff and to high attrition rates. In 2004, the Ministry 

introduced financial and non-financial incentives which were successful in improving staff 

motivation, retention and performance. For users, quality improvement also implies increased 

availability of drugs, nurses and improved infrastructure. 

 

Maternal Mortality 

4.2.6 Coverage of antenatal care by skilled personnel (doctor, nurse or midwife) is high. More 

than 90% of pregnant women receive antenatal care at least once during their pregnancy and 

52% attend antenatal care four times or more. The Maternal Mortality Ratio (MMR) in The 

Gambia is still high, however, even though it was reduced from 1050 per 100,000 live births in 

1990 to 690 in 2001.  More than 99.3 % of pregnant women received skilled antenatal care at 

least once during pregnancy in 2007, and 64% gave birth with the help of a skilled birth 

attendant. These figures mask large regional disparities with 95% of women giving birth with 

skilled attendant in Banjul against only 29% in the Upper River Region. The use of TBAs as 

birth attendants has declined from 25.2% in 2000 to 0.5% in 2005/6. 
13

  

 

4.2.7 Specific factors that contribute to the high MMR include: poor quality of care in prenatal 

and delivery services; inadequate high-risk referral system; delayed and/or inappropriate 

treatment of life-threatening complications during pregnancy and delivery; women’s heavy 

workload and lack of access to appropriate labor-saving devices during late pregnancy. In view 

of the under-served status of the health sector, the country is far from achieving MDG5 on 

lowering maternal mortality. In focus group meetings, women argued that the handling 

procedures for placentas need to be revised in hospitals and health centers, since different 

traditions about the proper disposal of the placenta exist. Women might refuse to give birth in 

heath facilities on account of this problem. 

 

4.2.8 Because contraceptive use is low (13.4% used modern family planning methods in 2008) 

women are not always in control of  their own fertility. Research has shown that husband and 

wife do not always discuss how many children they want and how to space them, or they do not 

necessarily agree even if they discuss the matter. In fact, in The Gambia, infertility might be 

viewed as a bigger problem than fertility control. Primary infertility rates in The Gambia are  
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between 2% and 5%, secondary infertility rates are estimated  between 6% and 19%. Combined 

with high child mortality, a good number of women and couples remain childless or remain with 

fewer children than they planned for. There are only limited available treatments for infertility, 

and some of these, such as hormonal treatment through  the use of contraceptives, have no 

documented effect on infertility. In Vitro Fertilization (IVF) is not available in The Gambia, but 

may be obtained in Senegal.  

 

Adolescent Reproductive Health 

4.2.9 Although average age at first marriage has increased to 22 years for women (from 19 in 

1993), adolescents (15-19) account for  10% of total fertility. There are no recent figures on the  

prevalence of contraceptive use or premarital sexual practices among adolescents. However, the 

birth rate of adolescent girls decreased from 167/1,000 to 103 between 1993 and 2003.
14

 In rural 

areas, youths report a lack of youth friendly reproductive health services and there was 

dissatisfaction with respect to referrals, admission care and confidentiality of care.  There are 

pilots of youth centers, including reproductive health services, mainly utilized by young men. In 

addition, Population and Family Life Education are in the process of being integrated into the 

curriculum at all schools, including Madrassa schools (traditional Islamic schools).  

 

4.3 The Education Sector  

4.3.1 The government has a comprehensive Education Policy (2004-2015) which focuses on 

increasing access and improving quality of education and acknowledges the vital role  education 

plays in  social development and women’s empowerment. It recognizes that attitudes and 

practices that consider girls and women as sex objects lead  to early and forced marriage, sexual 

harassment, and abuse. It promises a policy on sexual harassment in schools and supports 

disciplinary committees, which will include teachers, parents and students. The policy also 

supports gender equality in recruitment, promotion; and student enrolment and completion across 

all levels of the educational system.  

 

Education Services 

4.3.2  The country’s education system follows the 9-3-3 system. The first nine years constitute 

basic education (6 years of lower and 3 years of upper basic or junior secondary school, after 

which about 52% of the pupils exit the education system. Senior Secondary School comprises 

three years of purely academic education for university entrants or technical education for 

technical skills trainees at the tertiary level. Tertiary education takes place at the new University 

of The Gambia, The Gambia College (School of Education for teachers´ training, the School of 

Nursing and Midwifery, and the Management Development Institute. Technical education takes 

place at the Gambia Technical Training Institute and other institutions. In addition, Early 

Childhood Education takes place in private day-care centers and nursery schools located mostly 

in the Greater Banjul Area.   

 

4.3.3 The Madrassa is an education delivery system with Arabic as a medium of instruction 

and Islamic orientation in content and practice. The system offers instruction at different levels. 

Many primary school-aged children attend the Madrassa prior to enrolling in the formal school 
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system; others attend the two concurrently. Although the country’s population is about 90% 

Muslim, Madrassas only account  for about 10% of the school age population and tend to be 

located in poorer communities. Roughly 46 % of the pupils in Madrassa schools were girls in 

2004.
15

 

 

Enrolments  

4.3.4 One important measure of social development in the Gambia is the progress made in 

education and particularly as they relate to the education MDGs. The Gambia has shown good 

progress in achieving MDG 2 - Universal Primary Education. In this respect, gross enrolment 

rates (GER) in Primary Schools have reached 92% and according to the MICS survey (2007). 

Furthermore, 96 per cent of those who start primary school stay until they complete the last 

grade.  The Gambia also scores well on MDG 4 as gender parity for primary education is 1.06 

due to the implementation of successful programs to enhance girls’ participation. In fact, 

according to the 2008 Light Poverty Report,  drop-out rates between boys and girls are relatively 

evenly distributed, with boys leading at the age of eleven while girls lead at age 12.    

 

4.3.5 From 2003 onwards, several Madrassas, who were willing to synchronize their programs 

with the national curriculum, were registered and their enrolled students became part of the 

public statistic, making up 65% of the recent increase in enrolment rates. The Madrassa support 

programme consists of providing registered Madrassas with English teachers, instructional 

materials and participation in the school feeding programme. Some Madrassas are sponsoring 

their untrained Koranic teachers to enrol in the Gambia College´s teachers certification 

programme.  

 

4.3.6  Enrolments at the senior secondary level increased from 15,336 to 26,600 between the 

year 2001/02 and 2005/06, increasing the Gross enrolment ratio (GER) from 17% to 26%. This 

significant growth in enrolment represents an annual growth rate of 15%. In the same period, the 

GER for boys increased from 21% to 24% while the female GER rose from 13% to 28%. The 

transition rate from basic education to senior secondary was 52%. Drop-out rates for girls at 

secondary level increase dramatically at age 16, when it jumps from 1.9% to 5.5 % until it 

reaches 9.9 % at the age of 19. Boys’ drop-out rates increase parallel to that of girls, but they 

never reach the same levels (7.7% at age 19).  

 

4.3.7 The Gambia College, the Management Development Institute (MDI), The Gambia 

Technical Training Institute (GTTI) and the University of The Gambia have all experienced 

increases in enrolment. In total, 2,759; 1,382; 2,231 and 1,760 were enrolled at these institutions 

in 2008.  In 2003, 3694 men (69%) and 1,622 women (30%) were undergoing teachers training.  

4,774 men (48%) and 5,133 women (52%) were enrolled in vocational training and 2,287 men 

(71%) and 933 women (29%) were enrolled in undergraduate courses.   

 

 Girls’ education 

4.3.7  Girls in rural communities lack professional female role models such as teachers, who 

can demonstrate the fact that seeking education is a positive goal. Many schools lack separate 

latrines for girls, and with the custom of silence around issues of sexuality such as menstruation, 
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girls often find the school to be a very hostile environment. Providing separate latrines for girls 

and increasing the number of secondary schools in order to accommodate more girls also 

benefits boys.  Trained female teachers in rural schools can also help address issues related to 

girls’ sexuality. Studies have also shown that the direct costs of education constitute  a barrier to 

girls’ attendance, and that educating girls reduces poverty.  

 

4.3.7 In response, the Department of State for Basic and Secondary Education  set up in 1999, 

with the help of UNICEF and other donors, a Girls’ Education Trust Fund to provide subsidies to 

girls from poor homes. Due to the attention given  to girls at the primary level since 1999, girls’ 

enrolment rate not only increased, but has, in some cases, surpassed that of boys. The means 

adopted include sensitization, grants, girl-friendly environment, mothers “clubs”, etc.  Four rural 

regions also benefit from The Girl’s Scholarship Trust Fund which was initially  aimed at the 

students with the best results (scholarship) and the needy (financial support), all girls enrolled in 

public Upper Basic and Secondary Schools in these regions entitled to support. 

 

4.3.8 The classroom construction program has ensured that no child has to walk more than 

three kilometers to primary school, thus enabling many younger girls to attend school. UNICEF 

has also been working to ensure that separate latrines are provided for girls in all new schools. 

The Gambian Branch of the Federation of African Women Educators (FAWEGAM) and the 

Girls’ Education Unit have organized sensitization campaigns for parents, teachers and even the 

girls themselves. Both institutions received financial support through AfDB’s Education III 

project. 

 

4.3.9  The Girls’ Education Unit and the Trust Fund have been identified as a best practice in 

the global MDG Report for 2010 for achieving gender equality in Education. The unit’s ability to 

work through the Trust Fund mechanism has had an impact by making funding available to 

young girls who otherwise would be too poor to attend school.  This program has worked 

successfully and is credited as making an important contribution to the Gambia achieving MDG 

4.  

 

4.3.10 As part of the drive to expand access to schooling, double shift schooling was introduced 

in The Gambia in 1990 on the initiative of the World Bank. The model allows for two sessions of 

school and two cohorts of students are taught by the same teacher in one school day. This means 

that the school day is shorter for the pupils. The effect was that girls who were otherwise tied up 

in work obligations for the family and the Kafo were able to more readily participate in school 

work and housework. However, while increasing girls’ access to school, double shift schooling 

can also perversely  increase the exploitation of girls and young women as unpaid family and 

Kafo labor.16  

 

Female Teacher Training 

4.3.11 In order to increase the number 0f female teachers who could act as role models for girls, 

particularly in rural areas,  The Gambia College designed the Remedial Initiative Female 

Trainees (RIFT) program in 1998.  The program has been designed to train female teachers for 
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the basic education sub-sector. Female teachers trained under the program mostly teach in rural 

communities to act as role models for girls. The teachers are provided incentives such as 

housing, access to potable water and hygienic latrines, in order to retain them in these poor 

communities. With special training, they have been able to sensitize parents to the benefits of 

educating girls and act as counselors. 

 

Literacy 

4.3.12  The literacy rate for population over 10 years old is 52%, 40% for women and 64% for 

men (2003 census). Literacy rates remain very low for women and present themselves as an 

obstacle to their participation in the development process. Illiteracy rates are as high as 60% for 

women over 15 years old. Only 1.5% of women who had never been to school had achieved 

functional literacy while the figure is 6.6% for men. This is very low, taking into account the 

many training opportunities in functional literacy offered by various NGOs.  This has 

implications for the effectiveness of existing adult literacy courses in providing the basic skills. 

   

 Informal education 

4.3.13 Non-formal skills’ training is provided by private agencies, enterprises, NGOs and the 

Department of Community Development. The private providers include the Gambian Women’s 

Finance Association mentioned earlier. The Department of Community Development provides 

training to out-of-school youth and women, linked to a program of literacy and micro-finance for 

the purpose of income generation. AfDB skills development projects have financed activities in 

these areas for many years.  Skills training in the informal sector is also provided by individual 

master craftsmen/women, the majority of whom learn their skills on the job, and are self-

employed. They provide apprenticeship training to youth that have not been to formal school or 

who drop out early. 

 

4.4 Tourism  

4.4.1 Tourism contributes 16% to GDP and is the third largest income generating sector after 

agriculture and trade. There are about 10,000 jobs related to tourism, accounting for 2% of the 

economically active part of the population. Of those employed in hotels and restaurants, 59% are 

men (2003 census). Most of the tourism activities are located along the beaches of the coast of 

the Tourism Development Area between Bakau and Kartong. The Tourism Master Plan, which 

was financed by the AfDB  recommends a diversification of the tourism product, offering all 

year round tourism and developing tourism sites in the interior, beyond the hotel areas along the 

beach. Tourism has traditionally been seasonal with the main tourism months in the dry season. 

The season peaks  from November through March.  

 

4.4.2 The National Planning Commission aims to double tourist arrivals from the present level 

(slightly above 100,000 yearly arrivals). Presently, 87% of the tourist arrivals come from the UK, 

Holland, Spain and Scandinavian countries, and work has started to broaden the market, 

including interregional tourism from other West African countries. The Gambia’s tourism 

authority has been operating since 2002, and the Master Plan is based on a four pillar strategy: (i) 

to increase visitor arrivals by promoting The Gambia as an attractive tourism destination, (ii) to 

establish and maintain quality standards for the industry; (iii) to develop the industry’s human 

resource base and (iv) to promote both foreign and local investment in the industry. 



Diversification of tourism includes conference tourism, eco-tourism, culture and heritage 

tourism, river cruising and sports, and health tourism.   

 

4.4.3  One of the major challenges with The Gambia’s tourism is that it is, first and foremost,  

an export industry where most of the revenue stays abroad. Several of the hotels are owned by 

foreigners and much of the products consumed in the hotel industry are imported. The 

achievement is, first and foremost, the “out of pocket expenditures” such as food, beverages, 

shopping and excursions, accounting for less than a third of the tourism value chain, but still 

having an important “pro-poor” impact. Craft market stall holders, fruit sellers, juice pressers as 

well as guides and taxi drivers, benefit from this.  

 

4.4.4 Several attempts to stimulate the use of locally produced food in the hotels are on-going, 

but in most cases deliveries have been poorly organized and on a small scale. Moreover, the local 

vegetables growing season overlaps only partly with the tourism season, with the tourist season 

starting in November while the first local vegetables are rarely marketed until 

December/January. However, the “The Gambia is Good” initiative of Concern Universal and the 

private sector (see section 4.1 on Agriculture) has started to tackle the issue of local growers’ 

access to the tourist market. In 2009, the initiative bought 20 tonnes of produce mostly from 

women farmers for resale to 46 major customers, including 16 hotels and 23 restaurants.  

 

4.4.5 The majority of employees in the hotel industry are men. Explanations for this vary, but it 

is generally argued that most of the students at the hotel school are men, employers prefer men, 

and some husbands are not open to the idea of  their wives working in the hotels. By contrast, 

women are involved in sales at the tourist markets, selling fruit, clothes and souvenirs. Men also 

sell crafts at tourist markets, and work as authorized or self appointed tourist guides.  

 

4.4.6  The Association of Small Scale Enterprises in Tourism (ASSET) was established in 

2000 to bring together tourism players and advocate for a large number of micro and small 

enterprises active in the tourism industry, such as tourist taxi drivers, official tourist guides 

(mostly men), and juice pressers, fruit sellers and craft market vendors (mostly women). A 

number of small hotels, guest houses and ground tour operators are also members. ASSET is 

working for community-based tourism which reaches into the inland. The communities 

supported by ASSET are encouraged to develop tourism as a supplementary source of income.  

 

4.4.7  The friendliness of the Gambian population has been a part of the tourism product and 

formerly the slogan “Gambia – no problem” and “Gambia - the smiling coast” could be read on 

t-shirts and other products sold at the tourist markets. For some tourists looking for “authentic” 

holiday experiences, visiting and befriending Gambian families are highly valued. Such 

friendships can last a  lifetime and can involve substantial financial transfers to the Gambia, such 

as for school fees, food and clothes. In return, the tourists are offered friendship and 

unforgettable holiday experiences.  

 

4.4.8 The informal relationships between Gambians and tourists have, however, also had 

undesirable  effects, including male and, to a lesser degree, female sex-work. “Bumsters” are 

young men who seek contact with tourists in order to benefit economically from them, through 

guiding, friendship or sexual relationships.  While potentially friendly and offering tourists an 



experience they may appreciate, they approach the tourists in overwhelming numbers and some 

of the young men are rather aggressive in offering their services. They have been recognised as a 

problem since some tourists consider the attention seeking young boys as harassment. The large 

numbers of female tourists who find sexual relationships with  young Gambian men have given 

the country a reputation as a sex-tourism destination for women.  Several strategies have been 

tried to limit the negative effects of the “bumsters”, from arrests to offers of training in various 

economic niches such as guiding, taxi driving, juice pressing, bicycle rental and work as 

lifeguards. ASSET has trained some of the young men to become “official tourist guides” with 

knowledge about historical and proper etiquette in their interaction with tourists.   

 

4.4.9 Female sex-work and human trafficking are also considered a problem. The 

government’s Tourism Security Unit patrols the Tourism Development Area to combat child sex 

tourism and reduce the demand for commercial sex acts. While a generally structural, economic 

imbalance is present in the host/guest relationships, the social significance varies with gender. 

Being a male sex-worker appears less stigmatizing in the local context than being a (female) sex-

worker. While men may be stigmatised because they “beg” from tourists and thus put themselves 

in inferior positions, they are rarely considered sex-workers within their own community. 

Women who get involved in temporary sexual relations with tourists, however, are seen as 

behaving very inappropriately and the mere act of spending time in the vicinity of male strangers 

is sufficient to be categorised as prostitutes.  

5. Cross-cutting Issues 

5.1   Governance 

5.1.1  Governance is recognized as a critical component of gender equality and women’s 

advancement in The Gambia.  The importance of women’s participation in the political process 

is advocated by the President and women have been appointed to decision-making positions in 

the cabinet and the National Assembly where they constitute 33 percent and 13 percent, 

respectively. The Vice President is a woman as is the Deputy Speaker of the National Assembly. 

Successes at the highest level have yet to materialize on the ground.  The barriers to women’s 

involvement in politics are multi-faceted and rooted in social and cultural traditions that 

discourage women’s participation in public life.  

 

5.1.2 At the grassroots, a typical village consists of wards and compounds.  In most villages, a 

Village Development Committee (VDC) is in place and in some cases, the VDC has become a de 

facto forum for village the administration and co-ordination of development initiatives alongside 

the traditional alkalo system. Apart from the socio-economic set-up of the compound (extended 

family) the already mentioned kafos exist. They may be inclusive of all women in the village, 

regardless of wealth or ethnic origin. They have a long track record of existence, are 

homogenous and cohesive, dealing with a variety of issues, but increasingly revolve around 

economic activities, including gardening and sheep fattening, etc. Kafos pool their resources 

from membership fees; subscriptions and income derived from group activities. Women’s kafos 

are managed by an elected committee and involve dedicated women willing to serve. Other kafos 

are interest organisations recruiting, for example, fruit sellers, garden women or infertile and 

childless women like the Kanyaleng kafos. Women´s kafo membership may be considered 



empowering as several women are able to speak with one voice thus giving more impact to their 

interventions and their claims.  

 

5.1.3  The 2002 Local Government Act prescribes that the local government is responsible for 

economic, social and cultural development. It embraces a participatory planning and 

development process through the Ward and Village Development Committees (WDC and VDC) 

upwards. The process of decentralization is hampered by inefficiencies regarding revenue 

collection and management at the council level. Loss of revenue and unrealistic budgeting are 

results of human capacity constraints. 

 

5.1.4  However, the decentralization process is an important entry point for gender equality in 

local level governance.  At the policy level, key provisions have been adopted to ensure 

women’s equal participation. Specifically, the 2002 Local Government Act  explicitly provides 

for equal female and male representation in VDCs and WDCs. While this is a significant 

affirmative action measure, compliance with this policy directive requires monitoring. Notable 

progress was recently made by women in LGA elections in 2008 and for the first time, 20 

women became candidates and received party sponsorship out of which 16 won seats (see Table 

12 below). However the fact that women councilors still only constitute 13% of the total number 

of counselors calls for greater affirmative action.  It should also be noted that in 2008 only 1 of 5 

Deputy Governors and 4 out of 1,873 village headmen were women. Women were not 

represented among chiefs, all 44 of whom  were men. The stakeholder consultation highlighted 

that in practice, women’s low socio-economic status acts as a constraint, preventing women from 

taking full advantage of this measure.  

 

Table 2: Number of Elected Council Members by Sex and Local Government Area
17

  

Local Government Area Number of Councilors 

Male Female Total 

Banjul City Council 5 4 9 

Kanifing Municipal Council 18 4 22 

Brikama Area Council 21 3 24 

Mansakonko Area Council 11 1 12 

Kerewan Area Council 16 0 16 

Kuntaur Area Council 9 1 10 

Janjanbureh Area Council 11 1 12 
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Basse Area Council 12 2 14 

Total 103 16 119 

 

5.2   Environment 

5.2.1 The depletion of natural resources in The Gambia has reached serious proportions. 

Shortage of land due to population pressure and recurrent droughts has led to the degradation of 

the Savannah, which once covered most of the country, with consequent soil degradation and 

erosion, and overall loss of agricultural productivity. Forrest coverage has decreased from 60% 

in 1960 to 44% today. Deforestation has also resulted in loss of topsoil through wind erosion. 

Salt intrusion from the Gambia River which affects soil fertility is another consequence. In fact, 

93% of urban and 99% of rural households use firewood or charcoal as fuel for cooking 

according to the 2008 Light Poverty Report and only 2.9% of the rural population possesses a 

modern stove. The almost total reliance on non-renewable sources of energy drives the 

deforestation further and needs to be quickly reversed. 

 

5.2.2 National crop production statistics illustrate declining rice and groundnuts productivity 

during the last two decades, largely due to soil erosion as a result of  deforestation and intrusion 

of salt following a  faulty irrigation.  This and the unpredictable rainfall have resulted in great 

annual variations in total crop production. The destruction of riverine wetlands has resulted in 

erosion and siltation of the Gambia River. The coastal zone is the most densely populated and 

the Greater Banjul Area suffers from overcrowding, inadequate sanitation, over-mining of beach 

sand and other problems associated with uncontrolled urbanization. In 2008 less than 50% of 

households in urban areas had use of own or shared flush toilets and in rural areas this figure was 

only 2.5%.  

  

5.2.3 The National Environment Agency is responsible for the implementation of the Gambia 

Environment Action Plan (GEAP), which is in its second phase. The Gambia has also prepared a 

National Adaptation Program of Action. Environmental management is cascaded down to the 

village committees. The Village and Ward Environment Committees carry out public education 

campaigns and encourage the public to participate in environmental protection on voluntary self-

help basis to restore degraded resources.  

 

5.2.4 Concern Universal, an international NGO, has been working together with the 

government against the effects of climate change and environmental degradation with projects on 

reforestation, bio-diversity conversation, fuel efficient stoves and natural resource management.  

The Carbon Offset Scheme is an initiative of tour operators which request clients to pay a carbon 

fee and use the proceeds for community tree planting activities. The activity is designed  to 

reduce the carbon imprint of tourism to The Gambia and provide income to Gambians.  

 

5.2.5 It is not certain if women and women’s specific needs have been or are included into the 

various strategies and decision-making structures. Women face specific environmental problems, 

such as having to spend more time on firewood collection, and their rice production is seriously 

affected by the intrusion of salt water into the rice paddies threatening household food security 



and incomes. In Brikama Ba, a focus group discussion with mostly female members of the 

cooperative in Jahally Pacharr confirmed this problem. The AfDB’s Participatory Watershed 

Management Project, which closed in 2010, and Concern Universal address salt intrusion and 

lower productivity suffered by women rice farmers by building dykes and establishing natural 

resource management activities.  

 

5.3 HIV/AIDS 

5.3.1  In the Gambia, the first case of AIDS was diagnosed in May 1986, and by 2009, more 

than 1,500 people had died of AIDS.  A total of 688 patients were on Anti-Retroviral (ARV) 

treatment in 2009 while 1805 Persons Living with HIV (PLWHIV) were receiving care and 

support from the 9 existing treatment centers.  A national policy on HIV/AIDS was adopted and 

provides for a National Plan of Action to address the multi-faceted impact of HIV/AIDS. Current 

figures for HIV/AIDS indicate that the national HIV prevalence rate has decreased from 2.1% 

for HIV1 and 0.8 for HIV2 in 2004 to 1.4% for HIV1 and remained the same for HIV2 in 2007.  

It is notable that the disease has a gender dimension since women have a higher infection rate 

(54%) than men (46%). Other figures indicate that 75% of the infected were women. The need 

for a gender-responsive approach to HIV prevention was addressed in the 2003-2008 National 

Strategic Framework, but this needs to be revisited particularly in view of the new HIV/AIDS 

policy. 

 

5.3.2 Studies have shown that women who have experienced violence are at higher risk of HIV 

infection while women and girls who are HIV-positive are at higher risk of violence. Much of 

the vulnerability of girls and young women is  related to early marriages, transactional sex, and, 

in some cases, rape and sexual coercion. In all these situations, girls have little or no ability to 

avoid sex or negotiate safer means. Girls are particularly disempowered to seek and receive 

health care, including HIV testing and treatment. Violence or the fear of violence prevents 

women and girls from seeking HIV testing and counseling, or if HIV-positive, from disclosing 

their status or seeking treatment and prevention of mother-to-child transmission. For many 

women, disclosing their HIV status results in violent discrimination, divorce and denial of access 

to children.  

 

5.4 Gender-based Violence (GBV) 

5.4.1 Data on gender-based violence, with the exception of Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting 

(FGM/C), is very hard to find in The Gambia. Few cases are reported and recorded. Domestic 

violence and rape, in particular, are seen as family matters which need to be settled in traditional 

settings.
18

 Data from the MICS 2005/2006 suggest that 74% of all women aged 15-49 believe 

that a husband is justified to beat his wife for a multitude of reasons, including burning the food 

or going out without permission. Other identified cases of GBV include early and forced 

marriage, which appear to be most prevalent in Kerewan.  
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5.4.2 The response to GBV is inadequate and uncoordinated. The government runs one shelter 

which caters to  all persons in need of safety and it is inadequate to cater to  the needs of women 

threatened in their homes. The country also lacks a referral protocol and cases are instead dealt 

with informally. Specialised service providers are also lacking and no government agency is 

coordinating responses. Police officers are also not equipped to deliver adequate responses to 

victims of GBV. Advocacy programs, which are run by government and NGOs also lack 

coordination as do the many pieces of research that have been conducted by various actors.  

 

5.4.3   A recent study on GBV gathered baseline information and, was intended to guide 

advocacy and the formulation of a GBV Bill.
19

 The research established that the majority of 

cases had been  withdrawn by the victims due to family pressure and had been  settled between 

families. Acceptance of GBV as “normal” hinders the process of victims seeking legal redress. 

The report makes recommendations on how to address GBV at the national level in a holistic and 

coordinated way. The recommendations stress  advocacy and sensitisation as effective ways of 

raising awareness and preventing the perpetration of GBV. The coordination of responses at all 

levels is also highlighted. The preparatory work for the GBV Bill has begun with  UNDP 

support
20

.  

 

FGM/C 

5.4.4 In contrast with rape and domestic violence data, interventions on FGM/C are more 

available though not always better coordinated. FGM/C is widespread in the Gambia (79% - 

MICS 2005) and the Women’s Bureau and a number of NGOs have been working for its 

eradication for more than 25 years. In collaboration with the Women’s Bureau, the 

UNFPA/UNICEF Joint Program and Trust Fund for the accelerated abandonment of FGM/C 

undertook a study to map stakeholders, coverage, best practices and impacts of existing 

interventions. According to this situational analysis,
21

 the key players in FGM/C are the 

Association for Promoting Girls and Women’s Advancement (APGWA), Bafrow, 

GAMCOTRAP and Tostan. Their interventions apply several, partly overlapping approaches and 

strategies. Lack of coordination has meant that some villages have benefited from the 

interventions of a number of NGOs while others have not been covered at all. The report also 

pointed out that government policy on FGM/C has remained unclear, ambivalent and unfocused.   

  

5.4.5 In 2009, a Network on Gender-Based Violence was established to move towards a more 

coordinated approach to activities on gender-based violence. The Network formulated a two-year 

prevention and response program in the Greater Banjul area. A desk review of literature and 

information on GBV in The Gambia was part of this initiative by NGOs, financed by the Finnish 

government.
22
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6.  Institutional Framework for the Promotion of Gender Equality 

6.1. Policies 

6.1.1  A wide range of policy frameworks have been formulated to address gender inequality in 

key areas of Gambian development. Indeed, the policy context has evolved in significant ways 

since the first formulation of the 1990–2009 National Policy for the Advancement of Gambian 

Women (NPAGW) was the first policy instrument mainly focused on women’s development. An 

assessment of this first policy suggested that the NPAGW was not sufficiently gender-focused to 

address the changing dynamics of development thinking. The new 2010-2020National Gender 

and Women Empowerment Policy has since been approved by the cabinet.  The new policy is 

based on the Twelve Critical Areas of Concern as defined in the Beijing Platform for Action, and 

prioritizes eight of these as being fundamental to the promotion of gender equality in The 

Gambia. These are: (i) poverty reduction; (ii) economic empowerment and livelihoods 

development; (iii) education (iv) health and HIV/AIDS; (v) human rights and governance, (vi) the 

environment; (vii) women’s empowerment and (viii) capacity building for gender mainstreaming.  

 

6.1.2  In addition, some sector-specific gender-responsive policy developments have taken 

place.  The new gender policy highlights these as critical to effective gender mainstreaming in the 

sectors.  The population policy embraces the promotion of gender equality, but gender analysis 

has remained inadequate and has failed to give sufficient direction in terms of policy options. 

Consultations with stakeholders at the national, regional and local levels suggest that clarity on 

gender equality concepts, their relevance, and practical applications remain a challenge. An 

effective strategy for ensuring ownership of the new gender policy will be required.    

 

Box 7: The National Gender and Women Empowerment Policy (2010-2020) 

 

 

The policy identifies eight critical areas of concern particularly important for Gambian women. 

 Calls for the establishment of Gender Units in all ministries and departments for effective 

gender mainstreaming. 

 Calls for the institutionalization of Gender-Responsive budgeting in all sectoral 

ministries to ensure adequate resource allocations to achieve gender equality and equity 

policy goals. 

 Recognizes the Paris Declaration on  Aid Effectiveness as a key principal. 

 Presents an implementation plan, monitoring indicators and a strategic framework to 

facilitate gender mainstreaming by sector ministries, development partners and the civil 

society. 

 Demands that policy be  formulated from a rights-based approach.  



 Establishes capacity –building as the main strategy for achieving gender mainstreaming. 

 Supports the collection, analysis and dissemination of sex-disaggregated data for 

knowledge-based policy formulation and programming.  

 

6.2 Legal Framework for Women’s Rights 

6.2.1 The Gambia is a diverse country and as a consequence three parallel juridical systems 

exist side by side: civil law, customary law and sharia law. The latter two are Muslim law 

systems, but their institutional setup is different. Most of the Muslim population follows 

customary law in family matters such as marriage (including remarriage of widows), divorce, 

child custody, and inheritance. These cases are dealt with locally, often by family elders and 

Imams.  In disputes, however, they may bring the case to the Cadi Islamic court for family 

matters, and the Sharia law comes into play23. Customary law and Sharia law have a lot in 

common, but customary law often incorporates a number of local traditions. The Sharia law is 

more “universal” while judges in the Cadi court have received formal training. Although  

 

6.2.2  The Gambia is one of the first countries on the continent to have adopted a 

comprehensive legislation to domesticate the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the African Protocols on the Right of Women in 

Africa (APRWA) through the enactment of the Women’s Act in 2010, even though this does not 

effectively regulate family matters for the majority of the population. The formulation of the 

Women’s Act was undertaken in a participatory process and it involved extensive consultation 

among stakeholders at the national, regional, district and community levels.  The Women’s Act 

calls on all political parties, the government and the private sector to put in place temporary 

affirmative action measures to ensure gender equality. This opens opportunity for the enactment of 

quotas for women’s participation in political decision-making. The Women’s Act calls for equal 

remuneration and equal social benefits for working women and men, a six-month maternity leave 

with pay without loss of employment and a  ten-day paternity leave. The Act ensures the continued 

education of young girls who are victims of early marriage and teenage pregnancy and prohibits 

their expulsion from school for these reasons.  

 

6.2.2 The Act does not regulate family matters for the Muslim population. This means that 

issues of marriage, widow inheritance, polygamy, divorce, child custody at divorce and women’s 

rights to inheritance, are subject to personal law and are thus maintaining the status quo. The Act 

also fails to adequately address women’s rights to land, and it has failed to offer specific legislation 

on FGM/C and domestic violence. 

                                                
23 An exception here are district tribunals. 



 

6.2.3 Despite the shortcomings, the Women’s Act has been hailed as the most progressive 

piece of legislation passed by the National Assembly and that its enactment and implementation 

will have the  positive effect of uplifting and improving the social and legal status of women.   

 

6.2.4 Unfortunately, very few men and women are properly informed about the legal 

provisions of the Act and other provisions in favor of women, particularly in rural areas. A 2010 

survey conducted by the African Centre of Democracy and Human Rights suggests that overall, 

awareness  reached not more than 16% of respondents. This would suggest that legal literacy needs 

to be increased in order for progressive provisions to have a bigger impact. 

6.3  Institutional  Mechanisms 

6.3.1 Institutional structures have been established at various levels with specific terms of 

reference for promoting and ensuring women in The Gambia participate as equal development 

partners.  These are: 

 

 The Ministry of Women’s Affairs is strategically located in the Office of the Vice 

President, and indeed the Vice-President (VP) is effectively the Minister for Women’s 

Affairs.  This positioning has given this Ministry high visibility and political leverage.  The 

Ministry with the VP at its head appears to play an important advocacy role at all levels of 

the Government and is the focal point for outreach to the development community.  The 

Minister is also highly skilled at communicating the importance of women’s advancement 

to The Gambia’s vision of its development.   

 

 The National Women’s Council (NWC) is made up of members who are appointed by 

the Minister of Women’s Affairs in consultation with Local Authorities and by the 

President of The Gambia. It has representatives from each electoral constituency, local 

governments, the Ministries of Basic and Secondary Education, Agriculture and Health and 

Social Welfare. The council also has representatives of the private sector, religious 

groupings, NGOs and a female lawyer. The main function of the Council is to provide the 

government  with policy advice and direction to promote gender equality and equity in the 

country’s  development.   

 

 The Women’s Bureau (NWB) is situated in the Ministry and functions as the secretariat 

to the NWC and the Gender Focal Points. Its principle mandate is to ensure gender is 

mainstreamed and institutionalized at all levels. As part of its role, it will provide 

sensitization, advocacy, training and technical support to its constituencies.  Specifically, 

it assists the NWC in monitoring and evaluation, as well as reviewing policies, programs, 

projects, bills, legislations and new technologies. It is also charged with a key task of 

identifying and addressing the capacity building needs in order to achieve the policy 

objectives articulated in the national gender policy. The Bureau also serves as a focal point 

to regional, continental and international entities that have a gender mandate such as the 

Economic Organization of West African States (ECOWAS), the African Union (AU) and 

the United Nations (UN) system.  

 



 Gender Focal Points (GFP) have been designated in all the sector ministries as the 

strategy for mainstreaming gender equality issues in sector policies, plans and programs.  

Two Ministries - Ministry of Education and the Gambia Bureau of Statistics (GBOS) -  

have established Gender Units. The performance of the GFPs and these units as agents of 

integrating gender equality is uneven. This assessment is made all the more difficult since 

most GFP are appointed in an ad hoc manner and are subject to random rotation.  

 

 National Federation of Women was launched in July 2009 as an umbrella organization 

for all women’s organizations in The Gambia. It is viewed as a platform for empowering 

women and making them valued stakeholders in national development.  The Federation 

aims to engage village groups through a series of network systems and provide research 

support on women issues, training them on empowerment and mainstreaming. The 

Federation has identified six priority areas for its work: business, skills and vocations, 

social, professional, farming and workers sectors.  

 

 NGOs and CSOs and particularly women’s organizations have an instrumental role in 

translating the National Gender Policy and the Women’s Act into actions and results at the 

local and community level. They are key partners of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and 

the Women’s Bureau and also play an important role in monitoring the implementation of 

the various global, regional and national compacts.  

 

 Development Partners play an important role in supporting the Women’s Bureau build 

capacity for gender mainstreaming among key stakeholders in government and civil 

society. The National Gender Policy formulation has also been a strategic area of support.  

6. 4   Activities of the National Gender Machinery   

6.3.1 The Women’s Bureau has been responsible for carrying out a wide range of activities 

including coordination, policy development, gender capacity building, monitoring and reporting on 

international and regional conventions. In addition, the Bureau has also been involved in directly 

implementing projects. One notable success of the Bureau’s coordination and consultation efforts 

is the updating and formulation of a new national policy in line with new development realities 

both within the Gambia, regionally and globally. This policy provides a comprehensive framework 

for setting the gender agenda for the next ten years.     

 

6.3.2  Capacity-building has been a priority activity of the Bureau and as a result wide ranging 

training of development practitioners on various aspects of gender equality and development has 

been undertaken. The Bureau has successfully mobilized resources (mainly from the UNDP) and 

organized a total of nine workshops on gender mainstreaming and budgeting; seven workshops in 

the seven local government administrative areas and two local government levels. A strategic 

focus of gender training was skills development of Gender Focal Points in the key line ministries.  

Substantial resources have been invested in the implementation of training workshops and yet the 

value-addition  of gender in the respective sectors has yet to be established.  

 

6.3.3  A focus group discussion held with GFPs highlighted that the ad hoc manner in which 

GFPs were designated by their management to attend such trainings meant missed opportunity for 

consistent and sustained engagement of gender learning and skills development.  Follow-up 



workshops aimed at strengthening knowledge and skills gained from earlier workshops are 

attended by first-time participants. This changes the envisaged dynamics for capacity building and 

means a less than optimal use of resources.   

 

6.3.4  An overview of the Bureau’s roles and responsibilities would underscore that it has been 

engaged in too many tasks above and beyond its mandate as defined by the national gender policy.  

This is largely the outcome of an inadequate conceptualization and institutionalization of gender 

equality and women’s empowerment as a core development issue which is mainstreamed through 

all ministries and institutions. Weaknesses in mainstreaming are reflected in the fact that 

implementation of gender responsive activities and dialogue on policy and strategy are still focused 

largely on the Women’s Bureau rather than being dealt with in line ministries 

 

Box 8 : Consultations with Gender Focal Points 

 

A Focus Group meeting for all GFPs was organized in collaboration with the Women’s Bureau.  

Thirteen GFPs participated, including seven from sector ministries, three from national agencies 

and two from the media.  As part of the information gathering exercise, a survey questionnaire was 

prepared and distributed to participants. The survey aimed at  capturing specific information on 

the positioning of GFPs in their respective institutions, their terms of reference, capacity to 

mainstream gender equality dimensions in their work; opportunities for gender skills training, and 

efficacy of training and, lastly, suggestions to improve the role of GFPs. 

 

From the outset, participants pointed out that the Focus Group meeting provided them with a rare 

opportunity to meet collectively and discuss their experiences, challenges and strategies. They 

appreciated that as GFPs, they could participate in various gender training activities which 

greatly enhanced their understanding of gender equality and the linkage to Gambian development.  

On the other hand, they were forthright in pointing out weaknesses and challenges of the GFP 

system. These include: (i) lack of seniority, and therefore leverage to address gender equality as a 

core concern in their respective institutions; (ii) ad hoc manner in which GFPs are designated; 

and (iii) a lack of understanding of managing  what they should do.  The survey answers 

underscore this point as most GFPs were expected to work on “women’s issues and with women”.  

The survey highlights the frustration of working in institutional environments that see GFPs as 

transplants of the Bureau with little or no legitimacy to deserve  participation in policy-making 

processes or allocation of resources.     

 

The Focus group discussions highlighted a number of actions that need to be taken to “empower” 

the GFPs: (i) upgrade GFPs from being individuals to the level of a unit with a senior manager to 

create better accountability for gender mainstreaming; (ii) sustained outreach to decision-makers 

and technical staff of sector ministries through advocacy spearheaded by the Ministry of Gender; 

(iii) training tailored to specific needs; (iv) recognition and sharing of good practices with  

development partners to legitimize work of GFPs; and (v) strengthening the GFP network through 

regular meetings to brainstorm, strategize and share information. 

 

 

6.3.5  While the Bureau has carried out its mandated roles in monitoring and reporting on the 

Beijing+15 progress reports, it has also over-extended itself by engaging in the delivery of 



microfinance activities, preparing  a statistical volume on gender equality and mainstreaming of 

sector policy development. The Bureau, in its current set-up, does not have the human or 

institutional resources to effectively implement these critical development activities. At the same 

time despite efforts to mainstream gender equality dimensions in the different sectors, mainly 

through the designation of GFPs, there has been little in the way of operational linkages established 

with the these ministries. The Bureau is regularly invited to also participate in policy consultation 

regarding the national and sector development plans.  Given its limited resources, the challenge for 

the Bureau is staying the course and ensuring its participation results in specific, substantive inputs.  

In practice, this does not play out as the level of participation has to be highly technical and 

sustained throughout the different phases of consultation and formulation.  Discussions with 

stakeholders underscored the fact that while there is a general awareness of gender equality issues 

among sector experts, transforming this into concrete gender outcomes requires an intensive and 

technical engagement with gender experts over a longer period.   

 

6.3.6  It is therefore fair to observe that while there is a strong political will at the highest level 

as made explicit by the President’s support for women and the Vice-President also serving as the 

Minister of Gender, the current institutional framework is not up to the task.  The consultation 

organized by the mission to hear the voices of grassroots women, present in Banjul for the 

launching of the National Federation of Women also provided further insights. One of the issues 

raised was that the Women’s Bureau functioned largely at the national level and while there were 

officers at the regional level, their outreach to local and community levels was limited.  In 

particular when issues arose specific to women in their communities women had little recourse 

because there was no presence of the Bureau at that level.  

     

6.5    Gender Statistics     

6.4.1   One of the weakest links in policy formulation, programming and measuring results on 

gender equality and women’s empowerment is the paucity of gender statistics.  While progress is 

being made, in the Gambia lack of data still is a serious constraint: most data is project- or 

program- based, fragmented, not easily aggregated and authenticity is also a concern. The requisite 

data for planning, program design and setting benchmarks needs to be national in scale and 

population-based and therefore produced under the management of the Gender Bureau.   

 

6.4.2 The Gambia Bureau of Statistics (GBOS) is one of the few national statistics offices in 

the region with an institutionalized gender unit.  However, the unit does not sufficiently apply a 

gender perspective in the collection and analysis of data.  It has no specific budget allocation and is 

therefore limited in the scope of work it can undertake.  For example, the gender volume is  based 

on the 2003 National Census which was out-sourced to the Women’s Bureau which lacked the 

technical skills. The work of completing the gender statistical volume thus fell back to GBOS. This 

experience underscores the need to strengthen the gender competence inside the GBOS Gender 

Unit.   

 

6.4.3  There are a number of opportunities in the near future which can be strategically utilized 

to significantly improve the quality and scope of gender statistics in The Gambia. The next 

population census, which is held every ten years, will be held in 2013.  Planning for this census is 

already underway and linking up with this effort at an early stage to ensure that gender dimensions 



are integrated in all phases of the census. It would provide a wealth of updated and reliable data on 

the condition and status of women in the Gambia. 

 

 6.4.4  The new gender policy provides an entry point for ensuring gender statistics is the back 

bone of all planning and programming, particularly in the key sectors identified in the policy as 

priority areas for action. In particular, sector data generated for planning purposes in the respective 

ministries need to integrate sex-specific data in order to identify gender gaps.  

  

7.  Non-governmental Organizations and Civil Society Organizations 

7.1.  CSOs and NGOs play a dynamic role in giving visibility and momentum to gender 

equality and women’s empowerment in The Gambia. The main NGOs are organized under an 

umbrella framework, the Association of Non-Governmental Organizations (TANGO).  The NGO 

community working in the area of women’s empowerment and gender equality in The Gambia is 

vibrant and often a catalyst for change in a country where socio-cultural traditions and practices 

weigh heavily on the social status of women and girls.   NGOs have played a critical role in 

advocacy and the passage of the Women’s Act.  Though the legislation has been approved, NGOs 

still believe more work is needed in critical areas such as land inheritance and FGM/C.  

 

7.2  These and other women’s rights NGOs play critical roles in filling the gaps where 

government is unable to provide services adequately.  In the education sector, these NGOs have 

special programs for female school dropouts in skills training. The National Association of Women 

Farmers (NAWFA) provides functional literacy programs for rural women farmers.  NAWFA has 

introduced women farmers to sesame as a cash crop. In partnership with Action Aid women, the 

women were given training in marketing, price negotiations,  financial management and leadership 

skills, as well as provided advanced farming implements and inputs.  

 

7.3  The NGO community also prepared The Shadow/Alternative Report on The Gambia, 4
th

 

Periodic Report on the Beijing Platform for Action and CEDAW.  The Shadow Report highlights 

achievements and the challenges for the 12 Critical Areas of Concern of the platform of action.  It 

recognizes the concrete progress made in promoting women in decision-making and the 

domestication of international and regional instruments. However, it also draws attention to critical 

gaps in legislation, including on FGM/C, domestic violence, women’s inheritance rights and access 

to and control over land and credit.  

 

7.4 While NGOs participate in a number of committees and meetings and while they might 

be important for the implementation of activities promoting gender equality, they do not always feel 

they are being sufficiently involved in efforts at advising the government on policy formulation and 

implementation. A new NGO law is in the process of being formulated. The NGO sector anticipates 

the law will, in effect, tighten their radius of action, binding them further to the implementation of 

government policy rather than allowing them to monitor government performance.  



 8.   Effectiveness of Development Assistance 

8.1 The AfDB Portfolio   

8.1.1 In June 2009, the African Development Bank had an on-going portfolio of 9 operations 

with a total commitment of Euro 51.93 million. Fifty-one percent of the funds (3 projects) were 

committed to the social sector, 37% to the agricultural sector (4 projects) and 12% went to  multi-

sector projects (2 operations). The partnership with the AfDB stands out as an example of  

significant and sustained support for  promoting Gambian women’s development in the country. 

The AfDB was among the first development partners to provide substantial resources for the 

Social Development Component of the “Overall Gambian Women-in-Development Initiative”, 

co-financed and implemented by various development partners between 1991 and 1998. The 

component was to equip rural women with productive skills, functional literacy, income-

generation skills and micro-finance. It managed to train 10,000 women. In 1999, this was 

followed by CSIP which embraced a similar concept, but also included youth (see Box 6 below). 

The tradition of designing gender-sensitive projects in the Gambia was continued with a number 

of other AfDB projects such as those channeling micro-credit through the SDF, have supported a 

majority of women beneficiaries. Seventy percent of the beneficiaries of the current 

Entrepreneurship Promotion and Micro-finance Development Project, which is also administered 

by the SDF, are for example women. 

 

8.1.2 Other already finalized AfDB projects include the Peri-urban Small-holder Project which 

included irrigation development, marketing and commercial livestock production enterprises and 

supported kafos. Of those trained in horticulture and livestock management, 95 and 90% 

respectively were women. The Participatory Watershed Management Project which aimed at  

increasing land productivity and  reducing  soil erosion on a sustainable basis, trained 1,954 

women and 1,942 men and formed 50 groups, 5 of which  have women at the decision-making 

level. The Livestock and Horticulture Project also benefitted predominantly women farmers and 

supported them by reducing the time and labor spent on collecting irrigation water and caring for 

the animals will be reduced through the introduction of labor-saving land preparation technology, 

improved irrigation and modern livestock breeding infrastructures, food processing units and 

modern meat outlets. 

 

8.1.3 The Sustainable Land Management Project financed by the Global Environmental Fund, 

deepens the activities of the Watershed Management Project and particularly targets women for 

training and natural resource management. The Farmer-managed Rice Development Project 

benefited 95% women low-land rice farmers with better irrigation technology, training and credit. 

The Artisanal Fisheries Project improves the fish landing and marketing, and dispenses credit 

through SDF to people working in the fisheries sector. Up to 60% of the beneficiaries of the credit 

scheme have been women and the 70% of women fish traders have been benefitting from the 

improved marketing facilities. Finally, the Bank also implemented three education projects which 

contributed to increasing girls’ access to girl-friendly secondary schools (proximity, water access, 

separate sanitation facilities, clubs etc), helped train female teachers and supported the Girls 

Education Unit and FAWEGAM. 

   

 

Box 9: Breaking Gender Barriers in Kerewan Nyaki 



 

 

The Community Skills Improvement project is viewed as a best practice model for the integrated 

manner in which the project approached the economic empowerment of rural women. The project 

was implemented by the Ministry of Community Development between 2000 and 2010 with AfDB 

financing . The project components include capacity building for  project partners; functional 

literacy, training in income generation skills and micro-credit to project beneficiaries. The project 

built 21 multi-purpose and 14 youth centers, which proved to be focal points for change. The 

majority of beneficiaries are women. It enabled almost 13,000 women and youths to be literate 

and dispensed 208 group loans for 2000 income-generating activities.  

 

The Women Association which uses the CSIP center in Kerewan Nyaki for their activities has 280 

members who got together doing tie-die, soap production, knitting and, surprisingly, weaving. 

Weaving  in the Gambia is a job done by men – a specific cast passing the skill on from family to 

family. Searching for new skills, the women approached CSIP with the idea to take on weaving 

after some of them went on a study trip and realized that in other parts, women also weave. The 

trip opened their eyes to the fact that gender barriers are artificial and that women can do 

everything if they set their mind to it.  

 

When the women started weaving men were not happy, but that changed when they realized that 

women could do the weaving and that this new skill increases the family income. In fact, the male 

weavers that trained the women still help out with technical hitches on a voluntary basis.  

The women believe that CSIP has changed their lives not just by enhancing their spending money 

and learning about better nutrition and health practices, but also because the exposure to new 

practices has broadened their minds to the immense possibilities outside the narrow life they once 

knew. 

 

 

 

8.2  Other Development Partners 

8.2.1  UNDP has been engaged in promoting women’s participation in the political sphere and 

in good governance, in general.  It was instrumental in providing training to women candidates 

running for Local Government office.  As a result of this training, about 12 women competed and 

won elections as Local Government Councilors.   The UNDP has also played an instrumental role 

in supporting  the Beijing+15 Regional Conference held in Banjul in November 2010.  Capacity 

building in gender skills has been another focus of UNDP support. Resources have been made 

available for the gender training of key stakeholders in government at both the national and local 

levels.  UNDP also took the initiative to undertake gender sensitization training at the senior 

management level in the Country Team and heads of UN agencies.  As a follow-up to the training, 

there is a consensus to re-establish the Gender Theme Group to facilitate in-house exchange of 

views and information on gender equality agenda in The Gambia.  UNFPA’s 6th Country 

Programme for the Gambia 2007-2011 has gender equality as one of its main pillars.  The support 

is mainly targeted at building capacity for  national institutions to promote gender equality, equity 

and empowerment, and strengthening the technical capacity of national and local institutions to 

mainstream gender into sector policies and programs. A Mid-Term Review undertaken in January 



2010 identified the lack of sex-disaggregated data and inadequate gender analysis as the two key 

constraints on  effective gender mainstreaming.  IFAD is a major stakeholder in rural finance 

development in The Gambia.  It is focusing on capacity building for  Village-based Savings and 

Cooperative Associations as the main institutional framework for the delivery of microfinance.    

 

8.2.2   The World Bank coordinated a large WID project involving a number of components 

intended to enhance women´s empowerment during the 1990s and it is now supporting an 

integrated approach to community development. The Community Driven Development Project 

finances seed money for small-scale investments indentified by local populations, be they shops, 

roads or water and sanitation facilities. The Spanish Cooperation through the NEPAD Spanish 

African Women Empowerment Fund is providing support for the building of a multi-purpose 

complex that would service women’s skills and microenterprise development needs and 

microfinance.  In addition, the Spanish fund is to assist in the setting up of twenty-five 

horticultural gardens and make available forty labor saving devices. The Spanish Government is 

also the major funder of GAMJOBS, an initiative of the President of The Gambia to promote 

youth employment.  

 

8.2.7 International NGOs such as CONCERN Universal, a UK NGO have made tangible 

contributions in specific sectors, such as agriculture and food security, climate change and disaster 

management.  Notably, CONCERN has engaged in innovative approaches to support the 

productive role of women farmers in the Gambia, particularly through the innovative and award-

winning Gambia is Good project, which seeks to increase horticultural productivity and quality, 

and the marketing of produce to hotels. Another NGO, Action-Aid is piloting a new strategy to 

empower communities to find local solutions to their livelihood problems. Young women 

facilitators are being trained to enable them to stimulate community dialogue and problem-

solving. Tostan has also been effective working at the grassroots level by  using its methodology 

of participatory development aimed at empowering communities to take responsibility for their 

development.  

8.3 Aid Coordination and Coherence in Programming 

8.3.1  The current trend in aid modalities is towards increasing harmonization, national 

ownership and accountability, a few of the key principles of the Paris Declaration which have 

been endorsed by governments and development partners.  These underpinnings of the new aid 

architecture have important implications for gender-based development as they require new 

realignments in terms of resource mobilization, agenda-setting and results-based programming. 

These changes are articulated in the new gender policy and highlight the need to take account of 

these as plans and programs are developed to meet policy objectives.     

 

8.3.2  In the Gambian development context, there are no well defined frameworks for the 

coordination and harmonization of the gender and women’s empowerment domain. To a large 

extent, development partners have, to date,  provided support on a project-basis rather than within 

a strategic sector framework that spells out the inputs, outputs and expected outcomes, taking into 

account the larger picture.  Many of the activities implemented both by the Government and by 

the international development community have little synergy and at times overlap.  It is difficult 

to find a source that provides information on all the activities that are ongoing or completed.  A 

well-functioning coordination mechanism should bring together national relevant activities.    



 

8.3.4 The AfDB and the World Bank, two of the largest development partners in the country, 

have formulated a 2008-2011 Joint Country Strategy (JAS) which seeks to align the two 

organizations’ Development Aid. A new JAS is planned to begin in 2012. The strategy has two 

pillars, namely; strengthening Economic Management and Enhancing Productive Capacity and 

Accelerating Growth and Competitiveness.  This gender profile was part of the AfDB 

commitment under pillar one. 

 

8.3.5  The country gender profile is an exercise that aims to provide a picture of the totality of 

the gender equality and women’s empowerment landscape in The Gambia. However, this can 

only be a snapshot in a fast-paced context. The challenge is to establish an institutionally 

grounded mechanism that will facilitate information sharing, policy dialogue, and mapping.  At 

another level, the new gender policy mandates the Ministry of Women’s Affairs to consider a 

specific modality for the harmonization of resource mobilization, dialogue with its partners and 

setting mutually agreed benchmarks for achieving results.   It is readily apparent that the current 

practice of working with partners on a one-on-one basis is not conducive to harmonization, 

ownership of the gender agenda, and accountability in terms of results.   

 

9.   Recommendations  

The following recommendations are based on the findings and conclusions of the Country Gender 

Profile. Specific recommendations have been presented to key stakeholders as follows: 

  

9.1 Key Recommendations to the Government 

 

9.1.1 Improve the effectiveness of the institutional framework for mainstreaming gender in 

all areas of the country’s development by:  

 Undertaking a comprehensive institutional assessment of the gender capacity of the       

Women’s Bureau, the National Council of Women and the Gender Focal Points; 

 Developing a strategy for the institutionalization and capacity building of the Gender 

Focal Points to ensure mainstreaming of policy objectives of the national gender policy; 

 Developing participatory gender audits in key sectors; 

 Identifying entry points for addressing gender equality within the framework of the local 

government structures to ensure gender equality activities are not left out;   

 Integrating gender-responsive indicators in the Performance Assessment Framework 

9.1.1 Address policy gaps by taking advantage of the current momentum in Gender Policy 

Development by: 

 Accelerating policy dialogue on the issue of women’s access to, control over and 

ownership of land in order to increase women’s productivity, particularly in food 

production; 

 Taking a proactive role in the development of a regulatory framework for the microfinance 

sector, a critical issue for women’s access to financial resources and services; 



 Ensuring that the promotion of gender equality is integrated in the PAGE and key 

monitoring indicators are developed to facilitate gender responsive reporting on its 

implementation. 

 

   9.2 Other recommendations to the Government 

 

9.2.1 Enhance the production and utilization of gender statistics for policy-making on 

women’s empowerment and gender equality by:  

 having gender experts work side-by-side with the statisticians in the Gender Unit of the 

GBOS to enhance the quality of data collection and analysis; 

 having statisticians throughout GBOS trained in gender analysis; 

 increasing the use of gender statistics GBOS and the Women’s Bureau should together 

hold consultations with users (government, private sector, civil society and development 

partners) to determine needs; 

 requesting the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) to initiate the African Gender 

Development Index (AGDI) process for the Gambia as a strategy for strengthening 

national population-based gender statistics; 

 collaborating with GBOS in adequate preparations to ensure that the next population 

census provides solid basis for generating policy-oriented sex-disaggregated data that can 

be used for gender statistical products.  

 

9.2.2 Gender training is an important capacity building tool that needs to be harmonized and   

 institutionalized by: 

 Collaborating with the Management Development Institute and the University of The 

Gambia Gender Unit to develop a comprehensive training program that would be 

demand-based to ensure relevancy and sustainability. 

 Developing gender training within a programmatic framework, defining the inputs, 

outputs and expected outcomes in the eight priority areas of the policy. 

 

9.2.3 Gender responsive-budgeting is an important tool in mainstreaming gender equality 

goals in planning and budgeting processes.  In view of this, the following are proposed: 

 Assess the outcome/impact of gender-responsive budget training supported by the 

Ministry and development partners; 

 Ensure that the gender-responsive budgeting approach used is in line with the 

Government’s PFM reforms and is embedded in it such as in the IDEP/UNDP managed 

Gender and Economic Policy Management Initiative; 

 Ensure that the right persons, that is,  not just GFPs but “mainstream” economists and 

budget specialists in the Ministry of Finance, are trained. 

 

9.2.4 Legal provisions such as the Women’s Act can only have a more far-reaching effect if 

women and men  - both in urban and rural areas  - are fully informed about its provisions and 

they understand and accept new regulations. In order for legal literacy to increase, it is proposed 

that: 



 Legal literacy campaigns explaining the Women’s Act be undertaken, particularly in rural 

areas; 

 That information and discussion sessions about the Women’s Act be held with traditional 

and Muslim leaders and other law enforcement officers. 

 

9.2.5 Civil Society plays a substantial and significant role in achieving the policy objectives of 

the national policy.  The partnership with the government should be strengthened by: 

 Strengthening partnerships with civil society groups which are working directly with 

women at the grassroots level; 

 Establishing a forum for dialogue and exchange of information and experiences as well 

as benefit from the comparative advantage that CSOs bring to the table. 

 

9.2.6 Aid Effectiveness has become a salient dimension of the new aid modalities that are 

taking shape.   With this in mind the gender constituency in The Gambia should: 

 Establish a mechanism for coordination to facilitate the ownership of the gender 

equality agenda, harmonization of programmers and activities and ensuring 

accountability for the implementation of the national policy; 

 Strengthen the monitoring and evaluation capacity of the Women’s Bureau and the 

evaluation and monitoring units in the ministries to enable substantive and evidence-

based reporting of the implementation of the gender policy. 

 

9.2.7 Progress in Education has been praised particularly in primary education. However, 

concerns remain because: 

 Madrassa schools need to be integrated properly in the formal school system and the 

curriculum needs to be reformed and be made gender-sensitive. 

 Expand trust fund schemes to include upper basic and secondary schools, also in the 

urban areas to secure girls’ further education. 

 Technical and Vocational Training facilities need to put in place mechanisms to 

encourage girls to study  Science and Technology. 

 Effects of double shift schooling on the balance of school and unpaid family labor of 

children, and girls in particular should be further explored and brought to the attention of 

relevant policy-makers. 

 

9.2.8 Despite progress in health service delivery, the maternal mortality ratio is still far too 

high. The government should consider that: 

 The quality and responsiveness of the health facilities to women’s needs need to be 

increased: staff incentives should be introduced to improve the quality of service;  

 Transport problems to health facilities need to be solved sustainably. 

 That the role of TBAs in the primary health care system needs to be evaluated and a 

curriculum for training be developed to match their new role.  

 

9.2.10 Despite the efforts of many NGOs and the government, the incidence of FGM/C is still 

high. Therefore  

 the work to eradicate FGM/C from a human and sexual and reproductive health rights 

perspective should be supported; 

 legal regulations penalizing FGM/C should be put in place; 



 the work on the GBV Bill should be accelerated;  

 solutions to how Muslim women´s rights matters (marriage, polygamy, divorce, child 

custody, inheritance rights etc.) could be sought urgently. 

 

 9.3 Recommendations to the AfDB 

9.3.1 The AfDB has established a strong track record in the Gambia by providing substantial 

resources to the economic empowerment of women through a number of project interventions.  

The Bank should consolidate this history of supporting gender equality. 

 

9.3.2 Country Dialogue is an important element of promoting gender equality in Regional 

Member Countries. AfDB is making efforts to mainstream gender equality in policy-based 

lending. The Gambia has been chosen as a pilot country. We therefore recommend: 

 That gender specialists be included in important country dialogue missions, including all 

CSP related missions; 

 That the AfDB considers assisting the government with technical assistance to 

mainstream gender equality into all policies and strategies at sector and national level, 

including the PAGE; 

 That the AfDB, together with its JAS partner, the World Bank, considers and advocates 

for the establishment of appropriate thematic donor groups, including one on gender 

equality. 

 

9.3.3 The Gender Profile will only be useful if it is broadly used by the Bank, other 

development partners and the government. For this reason, the gender profile should be: 

 Subjected to a validation workshop as part of the CSP preparation mission; 

 Widely distributed in the Bank and in the Gambia; 

 Be published in a reader–friendly format. 

9.3.4 The countries lack capacity to collect sex-disaggregated data and to produce gender 

statistics. The 2013 Census is a prime opportunity  

 to assist the GOTG with technical support to improve the collection of sex-disaggregated 

data which can substantially improve the availability of gender statistics for the benefit of 

evidence-based policy formulation.  

 

9.3.5  Other Economic Sector Work that should be considered for inclusion in the JAS should 

include: 

 A study on the relative poverty levels of male and female households? What role do 

remittances play? 

 A study on women in the informal sector, including cross-border trade, because 

information is very scarce. 

 A study on double shift schooling on boys’ and girls’ workload. 

 

 



 

 

           ANNEX 1   

National Gender Machinery  

 

 

Institution  

 

 Roles and responsibilities 

 

The Ministry of 

Women’s Affairs 

 Responsible for the overall coordination and 

harmonization of efforts by all stakeholders. 

 Establish appropriate mechanism for coordinating 

gender mainstreaming at all levels. 

 Lobby, advocate and mobilize resources for the 

implementation of the gender policy. 

 Provide support to gender units and focal points. 

Women’s Bureau  Provide technical support on gender mainstreaming to 

ministries, institutions, organizations, local government 

bodies, civil society organizations and the private sector. 

 Coordinate, monitor and evaluate the gender policy 

implementation process. 

 Provide back-stopping support in critical areas. 

 Set standards, develop guidelines, disseminate and 

monitor their operations. 

National Women’s 

Council 

 Advise the government on gender issues 

 Oversee the implementation of the gender policy at 

decentralized levels. 

 Lobby and advocate for policy reviews and enactment 

of laws. 

 Sensitize and advocate on gender issues at grassroots 

level. 



Government Ministries 

and Parastatals 

(Gender Focal Point 

Network) 

 Translate the National Gender Policy (NGP) into 

institutional specific policies, strategies and programs. 

 Support the gender units and focal persons by building 

their capacity in gender analysis, planning and provide budget 

lines for their operations. 

 Monitor, evaluate and provide disaggregate data on 

sector programs and their impact on gender equity. 

 Partner with the Ministry of Women’s affairs and 

gender and the Gender Bureau on matters of gender 

mainstreaming. 

 Mobilize and allocate resources for gender 

mainstreaming. 

NGOs, CSOs and CBOs  Translate the National Gender Policy (NGP) into 

institutional specific policies, strategies and programs. 

 Develop and implement programs that address key 

NGP 

 Participate in the implementation committee 

 Monitor the implementation of NGP and share 

information 

 Monitor the implementation of  institutional programs 

with Ministry of Women’s Affairs.   

Development Partners  Recognize and use the Gambia Gender Policy in 

development cooperation partnerships. 

 Collaborate with Ministry of Women’s Affairs and 

Gender, Gender Bureau and National Women’s Council on 

matters of gender mainstreaming. 

 Establish mechanisms for ensuring gender 

responsiveness of development cooperation. 
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Map of The Gambia 
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