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PROJECT OVERVIEW

Between 2009 and 2011, Stakeholder Democracy Network (SDN) implemented a project focused on improving the 
observance of human rights, including the rights of women, in the Niger Delta. The project, called Groundworks, was funded 
by the Royal Dutch Embassy in Abuja. 

Groundworks specifically targeted Women’s Rights in Society, seeking to leverage the culturally significant roles of women 
in the Delta to initiate cultural and institutional change.  By starting with the education of women at grassroots level, this 
paved the way for women’s participation in politics and developed greater self-reliance.  SDN set out three cross cutting 
objectives, which were designed to empower women alongside entire communities, for the universal betterment of human 
rights.  These objectives were:

1. Identify the institutional and cultural obstacles to realising women’s social, political and economic rights,  and 
 identify their aspirations in these spheres;

2. Educate women and other community members on women’s socio-political and economic rights and empower 
 women to play a more proactive role in society;

3. Support a more active and public role for women in the discussion of the future of the Niger Delta.

The project built the capacity of community women in advocacy and educated them about their rights which enabled SDN 
to mobilise women for grassroots action to ensure that women’s rights, including socio-political rights, are observed and that 
women can overcome barriers and achieve their full potential. Greater observance of the rights of women also strengthened 
accountability and gender mainstreaming within the legislature.

IMPLEMENTING ORGANISATION: Stakeholder Democracy Network (SDN)

LOCATION: Rivers and Bayelsa States, Niger Delta, Nigeria

FUNDER: Royal Dutch Embassy Abuja

DURATION:  2009- 2011
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A RIGHTS-BASED, COMMUNITY-LED APPROACH

Groundworks set out to lay the foundations of a rights-based civil society and community-led process to promote the 
observance of human rights in the region. This approach enabled the project to be driven by demand-side drivers, which 
ensured local accountability and encouraged transparency with local stakeholders.  The projects approach was premised on 
three fundamental assumptions:

• A rights-based approach can successfully leverage existing legislative and judicial platforms to become effective 
 mechanisms for advocacy. Nigeria is a nominal democracy, rights-based approaches enable existent advocacy and 
 legal instruments to be fully realised in accordance with the democratic principles they were designed to uphold.

• Demand-side drivers will be the initial drivers of transparency and accountability in the Delta; accountable 
 governance at local level will evolve in response to sustained demand for it.  While the project placed some 
 emphasis on enhancing good governance, it focused upon delivering the context and demand that are initial 
 conditions of its possibility.

• Demand-side, rights based advocacy has the potential to replace violent activities for a preference for 
 campaigning towards good governance drives a desire to address issues of poor governance, restricted life 
 chances and environmental damage through peaceful, purposeful and productive community action and popular 
 support for institutional reform.

Groundworks used complementary techniques in order to achieve its objectives.  In delivering unprecedented success in 
women’s involvement at a national level, this highlights the projects sustainable impact in its formative stages.  This case 
study recounts the outcomes of each objective of Groundworks, highlighting SDN’s expertise in delivering an enabling 
environment for women where they can challenge their narrowly defined roles and participate in public life. 
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OVERVIEW OF ACTIVITIES AND IMPACT 

1. Identify the institutional and cultural obstacles to realising women’s social, political and economic 
 rights, and identify their aspirations in these spheres;

The relationship between political and economic rights, on the one hand, and social and cultural rights, on the other, is a 
sensitive area.  Addressing it demands a recognition of the fact that women’s rights interventions are cultural interventions 
to which there may be multiple forms of social resistance. Groundwork’s research programme remained mindful of 
this. Sustained research was carried out in Erema, Aakala-Olu and TereAma (Rivers state) and Otuasega (Bayelsa state) 
communities.  Analysis into the key barriers to development clearly linked female economic disempowerment and the 
exclusion of women from decision making.  Confined to the gender roles dictated by a patriarchal society, women are ill-
educated and unable to contribute at community-level.

 Groundwork embarked on a mass sensitisation campaign, which was designed to educate women about their basic rights.  
Key legislative documents, African Charter on the Rights of Women; 1325 UN Resolution on Women, Peace and Security 
, CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women) and relevant Niger Delta state 
laws were distilled and made accessible by translating into pidgin English and adding illustrations.  The language of these 
documents would have previously prevented women from critically engaging with them.  These were used for the direct 
engagement of around 300 women in the community.  

These innovative publications were also used as source material in a nationwide UNDP, DFID and the EU project 
(Democratic Governance for Development Project), featuring in their publication, The National Gender Policy: Simplified. 
The project also developed a comprehensive user-friendly manual for women’s rights training and a proposed Bill on Equal 
Opportunities/Affirmative Action for the Rivers State House of Assembly.

2. Educate women and other community members on women’s socio-political and economic rights and 
 empower women to play a more proactive role in society;

Groundworks facilitated the capacity development of women, enabling them to play a more visible role in society.  This 
was achieved through the use of training for both men and women, by educating both genders, institutional development 
is balanced and holistic.  These trainings were complemented by public events which aimed to raise awareness of women’s 
rights.  Trainings in socio-political and economic rights, practical advocacy skills, conflict management, political rights 
and voter education built the skills and confidence needed for women to seek active participation in decision-making and 
peacebuilding.  These were reinforced by the creation of safe spaces where women could come together to share their 
experiences and discuss barriers that they face between communities.  In strengthening women’s skill-sets they were able to 
advance their economic status, and challenge their institutional roles.

In April 2011, CSPIN provided Voters Education for more than 100 female youths.  In time for the upcoming election, the 
training focused on the importance of women exercising their democratic right by casting their vote.  By building education 
around political rights, this facilitated the participant’s development around ideas of good governance.  It enabled some 
women to contend for and be elected for political positions in their communities.
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“TRAININGS AND ADVOCACY FROM GADA AND WOVON TOWARDS FEMALE REPRESENTATION OF 
WOMEN IN ELECTIVE AND APPOINTIVE POSITIONS IN THE STATE SENSITIZED ME TO UNDERSTAND 
AND ASSERT MY RIGHTS AS A WOMAN, TO CONTEND AND BE ELECTED IN MY COMMUNITY AND WORK 
TOWARDS THE DEVELOPMENT OF MY COMMUNITY.” 

Hon Christiana Dede, Nkpongu community, elected councilor for Ward 19, PHALGA

Throughout the project, SDN and partners organised numerous events designed to make women more visible in society 
and raise awareness about their rights.  Community forums and campaigns served to initiate female-led advocacy action for 
the advancement of women rights targeting community leadership.  These delivered a visible change concerning women’s 
inclusion in the community during socio-political decision-making.

Let their Voices Count organized in November 2011 in Port Harcourt (Rivers State). This rally was attended by over 300 
people and boosted awareness of the need to bridge the gender gap in the socio-political spheres of the Nigerian society.

Popular events were reinforced by roundtables and forums dedicated to discussing the main problems electing rural women, 
as identified in the women’s agenda, namely: social, economic and political disempowerment, teenage pregnancy, early 
marriage. The Third Female Youths Open Community Forum, organised by CSPIN in June 2011, addressed the above issues 
in both Otuasega and Akala-Olu community. The forum contributed to creating awareness in the community and helped to 
share experiences and to transfer skills from Otuasega to Akala-Olu’s women.

“SDN’S ACTIVITIES AND TRAININGS HELPED IN THE ENLIGHTENING OF THE COMMUNITY WOMEN. 
YOU KNOW, WHEN YOU TIE A BROOM TOGETHER IT’S NOT EASY TO BREAK THE BUNCH BUT YOU 
CAN EASILY DO SO TO A SINGLE ONE. SDN’S ACTIVITIES HAVE FURTHER ASSISTED IN UNITING THE 
FEMALE YOUTHS PARTICULARLY THE YOUNG LADIES WHO HAVE GIVEN BIRTH, MAJORITY OF THEM 
ARE LOOKING FOR MEANS TO IMPROVE THEMSELVES BY GOING BACK TO SCHOOL OR ACQUIRING A 
SKILL.” 

Mrs Catherine Oruah, Otuasega, Women Leader
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3. Support a more active and public role for women in the discussion of the future of the Niger Delta.

Groundwork delivered unprecedented success in delivering women’s participation in community decision making and 
government planning.  The project facilitated the launch of rights-based platforms for women to have their voices heard, as 
well as enabling them to be elected into community governance structures.   

Gender and Development (GADA) [the former deputy director of GADA, Debborah Effiong has since founded ALIVE 
Women’s Rights Organisation, an implementing partner for SDN’s current proposal].

GADA, supported by Groundwork for the project duration, focused on advocacy and lobbying policy makers at the State 
and national level to promote and support gender sensitive bills based on the recommendations of CEDAW and UN 
Resolution 1325, encouraging Nigerian Government to take measures to realise equality for women in law and to confront 
the underlying social and political inequalities that perpetuate asymmetrical power relations based on gender. This was 
supported by a media campaign that promoted women’s visibility in public life. 
GADA’s action began with roundtable debates and discussions on the Equal Opportunity Bill (EOB), which was subsequently 
presented at a stakeholder forum organised by GADA/SDN at the conference room of the Ministry of Women Affairs.

WOMEN VOICES NETWORK

SDN formulated and launched the Women Voices Network (WOVON), common platform for Women Ambassadors to 
voice their concerns and leverage their demands.  WOVON devised a leadership structure and invited involvement from 
Community Governance structures.  This provided a platform for women politicians to come together and strategise and 
promote the visibility of womens rights in public life.  In addition WOVON provided mentorship opportunities for young 
women and encouraged them to break down social barriers.

Groundwork also paved the way for women to be elected into community governance structures for the first time in Erema 
and Otuasega.  This is indicative of a significant cultural shift in the pilot communities and one which will delivered ongoing 
institutional development following the completion of Groundworks.  Rights-based platforms of informed women led to the 
increased visibility of female youths and women in the communities. Men began to recognise the contribution they could 
make to community governance, and so women were able to fulfil a participatory role.
Diemokubo Otuma from Ebramah East compound was elected as 43 an assistant secretary to Otuasega youth body, on the 
6th August 2011.

 In Otuasega, Joyce Otuma was elected into the Otuasega Youth Council and presently serves as Financial Secretary. She is 
also serving as the representative of her family in the Amnesty Fund Management in the community.

Women’s groups lobbied on issues important to them and deliver improvements within the community; including toilet 
facilities, road maintenance, employment opportunities and pipe-borne water.  There were also been visible changes in 
terms of consultation and inclusion of women and in CDC processes and MOU negotiations with extractives in target 
communities.

“MY PEOPLE HAVE ACCESS TO ME WHENEVER THEY ARE FACED WITH CHALLENGES AND THEY KNOW 
THEY HAVE A LISTENING EAR. WOMEN NOW HAVE A REPRESENTATIVE IN MY COMMUNITY AND THEIR 
ISSUES WHICH WERE NOT PRIORITIZED IN PAST DISPENSATION ARE NOW A PRIORITY.” 

Hon Christiana Dede, Nkpongu community, elected councilor for Ward 19, PHALGA
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NATIONAL SUCCESSES

Groundworks achieved remarkable results at a national level, particularly when one considers the deep cultural and 
institutional resistance to advancing women’s rights in the context of a patriarchal culture.

WOVON and GADA continued its advocacy throughout 2011, organising a Solidarity Rallyin Port Harcourt, paying visits to 
the wife of the Governor of Rivers State and three political parties, PDP, ACN and APGA. In October 2011, GADA organized 
a town hall meeting at City Hall, Asaba, in Delta State. The participants included women leaders from political parties PDP, 
ACN, APGA, CPC, ANPP, Labour Party, RPN and Justice Party. Women politicians and aspirants were also in attendance.

WOVON served as a platform for a powerfully unified regional female voice to advocate for the development and 
implementation of national gender policies and for women to play a more active role in the discussions of the future of the 
Niger Delta. The Nigerian government ratified CEDAW (full) in 1985 and it is bound to fulfil all obligations stated in article 
2 towards the promotion of the principles of CEDAW. However, CEDAW has neither been domesticated nor implemented. 
Women in Nigeria continue to face many forms of institutional and legal political, social and cultural discrimination at 
the level. Similarly, the recommendations of the UNSC Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security are not being 
implemented.

The activities of WOVON resulted in public endorsement of the network’s efforts by the Rivers State Governor’s wife. Three 
members of the network were elected as vice chairpersons of three LGAs in Rivers State and of ten members of WOVON 
were elected as councillors of several wards in Rivers State. This is a most significant achievement. WOVON extended its 
cooperation with broader national efforts to ensure gender balance in power structures. It is hoped that such collaborations 
will build synergy and promote increased awareness of women’s rights and of the Equal Opportunity Bill; while the network 
continues to advocate for the commitment of government to implementing laws and policies that promote women’s human 
rights and mainstream gender issues in policy formation.
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CONCLUSION

Groundwork delivered outstanding results in terms of increased participation of women in community decision-making, 
resulting in the election of women and female youths into previously male-only community governance structures in Erema 
and Otuasega. It laid foundations for the formation of female youth groups as platforms of rights-based action for female 
youth and women in Akala-Olu and Otuasega, resulting in the public recognition of the role women can play in peace 
building and community governance. The formation of Women Voices Network (WOVON) as a platform for community 
women and CSOs to visibly promote women’s rights in public life led to the election of 3 female vice chairpersons and 10 
councillors.  Education at grassroots level can contribute to cultural and institutional changes in Nigeria’s society.


