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introDuCtion

South Africa’s “history is steeped in institutional racism, where rights, life chances 
and the distribution of goods and services were afforded along racial lines. More 
importantly, respect for the dignity of individuals was determined by the colour of 
their skin and, further, within various racial groupings, by their gender designation. 
The socio-cultural dictates of all groups defined women as inferior to men, and 
hence assigned to them the position of minors in both public and private spheres 
of life. In the private sphere, women were less likely to lead in decision-making. 
In most interpersonal relationships men had more power. This historical legacy 
of patriarchy influenced essential informal and formal human relationships with a 
marked impact on the workplace” (Office of the Status of Women nd:i). 

abstraCt

This article adopts a descriptive research approach to evaluate the main 
achievements and limitations of the mechanisms and processes that were 
established to promote greater gender equity and women’s empowerment 
in governance in South Africa in the period since 1994. While the article 
is juxtaposed against the background of South Africa’s ‘national gender 
machinery’ to advance gender equality in general, particular attention is 
paid to a new endeavour, in this case the Ministry of Women, Children and 
People with Disabilities, which is employed by the government to bring the 
constitutional rights of women to light, especially the poor in the rural areas 
and the many thousands of women in informal settlements. The fact that in 
2009, there were 43.2% female parliamentarians, does not automatically 
translate into an increased welfare for women and more gender-sensitive 
development policies, hence the importance and relevance of this research. 
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South Africa’s democracy was established eighteen years ago following 
prolonged constitutional negotiations. It carried elevated hopes for human rights 
activists not only in the country itself but around the globe. Today, women in 
Africa, like others across the globe, “… [a]re struggling for their fair share of political 
power and economic opportunity. In recent decades – thanks in great measure 
to their own organisation and energetic efforts – they have made important 
strides. As Africa shakes off its legacies of autocratic rule, social marginalisation 
and economic disarray, women are staking their claim to participate fully in their 
continent’s promising future” (Anon 2012:3). 

In South Africa, the gender machinery, which includes structures in 
government, the legislature, statutory bodies and civil society, which are 
collectively known as the National Gender Machinery (hereafter NGM), was 
part of a negotiated settlement that led to a democratic South Africa (Watson 
2009; Commission for Gender Equality nd:13). The Constitution of the Republic 
of South Africa 1996, gave impetus to these mechanisms since Chapter Nine 
specifically lists state institutions, which include the Commission for Gender 
Equality, the Public Protector, the Human Rights Commission, the Commission 
for the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Cultural, Religious and Linguistic 
Communities, the Auditor-General and the Electoral Commission, as means to 
strengthen constitutional democracy in the country. This acceptance of a need 
to establish NGM followed an extended struggle by South African women to 
place gender on the political agenda. The struggle for gender equality pre-1994 
was always secondary to the struggle for racial equality (Gouws 2006:143). The 
Constitution, 1996, “recognises that gender inequality can seriously undermine 
democracy, and render it inaccessible for a majority of those who are marginalised 
on the grounds of gender” (Commission for Gender Equality nd:10). The NGM 
serves as structural nodes through which gender equality may be affected. 

The NGM, until May 2009, consisted of the Office of the Status of Women, the 
Commission for Gender Equality, the parliamentary Joint Monitoring Committee 
on the Improvement of the Quality of Life and the Status of Women (JMC), and 
gender focused NGOs (African Development Bank 2009:14). During 2007 the 
South African government, in the form of an ad hoc committee conducted a review 
of Chapter Nine institutions. The review revealed that the Commission for Gender 
Equality, as one of six institutions that were formed to promote democracy as alluded 
to earlier, showed a number of institutional and structural weaknesses, in particular 
with regard to its “approach, institutional architecture, policies, processes and 
interpretation of its mandate” (Commission for Gender Equality nd:13). It realised 
that even if a country has high-tech institutional infrastructures, many factors may 
cause its dysfunction. As a result, in May 2009 a Ministry of Women, Children, Youth 
and the Disabled was established (African Development Bank 2009:14). Prior to 
its inauguration, commentators such as Gouws (2010:1-2) argued that this structure 
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could not merely be added to the existing gender machinery without reconsidering 
the relationship between structures, their mandates and their relationship with civil 
society. At the time she argued that if a Women’s Ministry was established “to cure 
all the ills of the gender machinery”, as identified in a study, which she conducted 
in 2006 (see Gouws 2006), it may not only start at a disadvantage, but may also 
receive “resistance from those who were not consulted about its inception”.

theoretiCal Framework

The analytical model designed by Stetson and Mazur (1995:14) and also applied 
by Gouws (2006), uses two theoretical dimensions to test, whether, what they call 
‘national policy machineries’ contribute to gender equality. These dimensions are:

 ● State capacity: to what extent do women’s policy machineries influence policy-
making from a gender perspective?

 ● State-society relations: “to what extent do women’s policy machineries develop 
opportunities for society-based actors – feminist and women’s advocacy 
organisations – to access the policy process”?

In the following section, Stetson and Mazur’s two theoretical dimensions is 
applied by analysing the main achievements and limitations of the South African 
gender machinery, in particular looking at the relationship between structures, 
their mandates and their relationship to civil society. It does so by considering 
the historical evolution of gender machinery in South Africa. It also reflects on 
the Ministry of Women, Children, Youth and the Disabled to see if this new 
structure brings the constitutional rights of women to light. Hence, the article 
adopts a descriptive research approach where content analysis is applied.

historiCal evolution oF the genDer 
maChinery in south aFriCa

Negotiations on gender machinery for South Africa, which began in 1990, were 
at times lively and controversial. Stakeholders agreed before the first democratic 
elections in 1994 that an African National Congress (ANC) government would 
absorb many women activists and move them into the institutional political 
arena, where their relationship to the state had to be redefined. “The new context 
of a democracy changed the terms of women’s organized engagement with the 
state in South Africa from a stance of intense suspicion and opposition during the 
apartheid era, to one that treats the state as permeable to women’s interests and 
influence and, consequently, as a desirable locus for gender activism” (Hassim 
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2003:505). Agreement “was reached that gender mainstreaming would be 
the policy tool through which gender equity would be established as a means 
of integrating gender into all government departments” in order to consolidate 
earlier gains that were made. At the time consensus existed that a sole women’s 
department or ministry should be avoided on account of the marginalisation that 
such structures had experienced in neighbouring countries. The adopted model 
of an integrated NGM (see Figure 1) which appeared complex, was meant to 
fan strategically through government, legislature, independent bodies and civil 
society, including the provinces. Its aim was to create a number of entry points 
that were designed to avoid any one element being superior and to allow each 
structure to fill a particular niche (African Development Bank 2009: Commission 
for Gender Equality nd). 

The following section explores the intricacies of the NGM. At first, the 
Commission for Gender Equality is discussed. Thereafter, the Office of the 
Status of Women and the Joint Monitoring Committee on the Improvement of 
the Quality of Life and the Status of Women will be presented. This allows for 
closer consideration of each structure’s achievements and limitations.

Figure	1:	National	Gender	Machinery

Source Commission for Gender Equality nd: 11; Also see Gouws 2006: 148

Commission for 
Gender Equality

Joint Monitoring 
Committee

Cabinet – Minister

Government Statutory bodies



Administratio Publica  |  Vol 20 No 3 September 2012114

Commission	for	Gender	Equality

In recognition of the importance of gender equality in a democratic state as 
mentioned earlier, Section 119 of the Constitution, 1996, provides for the 
establishment of the Commission for Gender Equality. Section 187 stipulates that 
the Commission “must promote respect for gender equality, and the protection, 
development and attainment of gender equality”. It must further “monitor, 
investigate, research, educate, lobby, advise and report on issues, which concern 
gender equality” (South Africa 1996). Accordingly, legislation that was enacted to 
govern the Commission for Gender Equality as an independent statutory body, 
is the Commission for Gender Equality Act (Act 39 of 1996). The powers and 
functions ascribed to the Commission, as embodied in the Act include:

 ● monitoring and evaluating policies and practices of private and public sector 
institutions;

 ● developing, conducting and managing of information and education programmes 
to foster public awareness and understanding;

 ● making recommendations to government to promote gender equality, laws, 
policies and programmes. Suggestions for law reform could include, for example, 
family and personal law, indigenous law, customary practices and any other law; 

 ● investigating any gender-related issue of its own accord and following up on 
complaints related to gender inequalities and will attempt to resolve disputes 
by mediation, conciliation and negotiation;

 ● monitoring compliance with international conventions, international covenants 
and international charters that re to ratified by government; and

 ● preparing and submitting on gender equality to parliament.

The mandate of the Commission is wide-ranging. At its inception it started off 
by using a consultative approach where information was gathered in the form of 
evaluative workshops (Gouws 2006:151–52). This solidified its commitment to 
consultative planning and an understanding of accountability to constituencies of 
women. However, it has been argued that the Commission vacillated between a 
mobilising role and a representative role, neither of which captured the responsibility 
of its constitutional mandate to act as an oversight and accountability mechanism in 
relation to progress towards gender equality (Hassim, cited in Africa Development 
Bank 2009:21). Information workshops on gender equity issues were commended 
but work in awareness-raising stretched the capacity of the Commission to the 
detriment of its role as government watchdog, which it alone had been mandated 
to perform. The Commission’s inability to challenge government proved a major 
weakness. The parliamentary review which was mentioned earlier, confirmed that 
the Commission had the greatest powers above all the other arms of the NGM to 
ensure the achievement of gender equality. The CGE, for example, can take any case 
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to the Equality Courts on its own or on behalf of another party (Africa Development 
Bank, 2009:21). Despite assigned constitutional powers, “perennial infighting, 
mediocre performance and ineffectualness”, as highlighted by Van der Westhuizen 
(2009), rendered the Commission almost invisible. Further inadequacies listed by 
Africa Development Bank (2009:21) include:

 ● a dysfunctional relationship between CGE and civil society;
 ● lack of follow-up on issues that have been identified as problem areas through 

research and investigation;
 ● ineffective communication strategy with the public around its successes in 

dealing with complaints; and
 ● lack of input into the drafting of legislation.

The CGE recorded some successes. At a provincial level, particularly in Mpumalanga 
and Gauteng, achievements were recorded in the form of outreach programmes, 
workshops, meetings, handling of complaints, living conditions of widows, gender 
in the school curriculum and the handling of rape cases by the police. It was noted 
that men occupied positions in these provincial structures and it would appear that 
communities are inclined to pay more attention when men address gender issues 
(Africa Development Bank 2009:22). 

The 2007 parliamentary review, which was alluded to afforded the CGE an 
opportunity to revise its mandate and to reposition itself. Amongst other issues, 
which emerged during the renewal process were:

 ● “the need for a clear alignment between the mandate and programmes of the CGE;
 ● a clear gender discourse and approach, which will guide the CGE in its work 

and ensure that the institution develops its own language and expression;
 ● clear planning processes and shared principles that will strengthen internal 

organisational cross-cutting social policy agenda on gender equality;
 ● strengthen and, where necessary, develop strong policy, processes of governance 

in line with the mandate of the CGE and the regulatory framework, especially 
the Public Finance Management Act (Act 1 of 1999), Treasury Regulations and 
other relevant law;

 ● the need for strong leadership at policy and strategic levels, which is driven 
by commissioners who work closely with the secretariat of the organisation;

 ● a clear delineation of responsibilities between commissioners and the secretariat 
who are informed not only by the Public Finance Management Act (Act 1 of 
1999) but also by core principles of human affirmation and creation of an 
enabling environment;

 ● build a strong organisational culture that speaks to the mandate of the CGE, 
which enables, nurtures and affirms those who work for the CGE; and

 ● clear policy and procedures that govern the organisation internally” (Commission 
for Gender Equality nd:14).
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In many ways the CGE has actually hindered gender transformation. As female 
leaders moved into parliament, a new leadership was not established fairly quickly to 
fill vacuums created. A further problem is that inadequate responses from government 
go uncontested due to futile pressure from organisations such as the CGE.

Office	on	the	Status	of	Women

The Office on the Status of Women (OSW) was the only office within government, 
which was articulated to implement a gender mainstreaming agenda. It was 
established as part of the NGM through a cabinet memorandum in 1996, to 
implement gender mainstreaming projects within government through facilitation, 
monitoring and implementation. It was tasked with the development of a national 
gender policy. The key operational framework, in the form of the national Gender 
Policy for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality, was finalised and proposed 
for adoption by cabinet in 2000. The OSW was regarded as the apex of the NGM 
and was located in the Presidency at national level; the Premiers’ offices at a 
provincial level; and Gender Focal Points located within government departments 
at national, provincial and local government levels (Mvimbi 2009:126).

The national OSW’s functions, according to the Office on the Status of Women 
(nd:28), were to:

 ● “advance a national policy on women’s empowerment and gender equality;
 ● prioritise key concerns and initiate policy and action-oriented research, relevant 

to gender mainstreaming;
 ● advise and brief the President, the Deputy President and the Minister in the 

Presidency on all matters pertaining to the empowerment of women;
 ● liaise with NGOs that deals with women and gender issues and the Presidency,
 ● liaise with international bodies and the Presidency;
 ● work with Ministries and departments, provinces and all publicly funded 

bodies to mainstream gender in policies, practices and programmes;
 ● develop key indicators to measure the national progression towards gender equality;
 ● arrange for training and gender analysis and gender sensitisation;
 ● act as a catalyst for Affirmative Action with respect to gender equality;
 ● initiate and promote cross-sectoral action on cross cutting issues such as the 

girl child, violence against women and HIV/AIDS;
 ● facilitate awareness-raising and confidence building amongst women at all levels;
 ● provide a coordination framework for the effective implementation of the 

gender programme at national, provincial and local government levels; and
 ● consult and liaise with civil society and parliament”.

The Office on the Status of Women, in its 2008-2009 year-end performance 
report, listed some of the following achievements:
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 ● the coordination and facilitation of donor round table meetings with the private 
sector, UN agencies and embassies, and facilitated a study tour on behalf of 
the UNIFEM and UNDP;

 ● the development of terms of reference, and the appointment of a service 
provider around a 15-year gender review report;

 ● the office offered support to government departments and municipalities such 
as Limpopo, Mpumalanga, Northern Cape, Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Metro 
and Matatiele;

 ● collaborated with PALAMA on the rollout of a training manual on gender 
mainstreaming; 

 ● facilitated increased participation by civil society organisations, provinces, 
national departments and parliament,

 ● participated in a host of Women’s Months activities and co-hosted the 16-days 
of Activism Campaign;

 ● participated in various international endeavours for example, African Union 
meetings, India Brazil South Africa Initiative, Commonwealth conferences in 
Africa, UN Comission on the Status of Women’s annual session, and adopted 
the African Union Gender Policy.

Challenges, which were experienced by the OSW were, for example, limitations 
in relation to physical space, human resources and adequate finance to 
effectively drive a national gender programme at a desired level. The absence 
of a research position also hampered the organisation’s research work. The lack 
of coordination and collaboration between the CGE, OSW and JMC negatively 
impacted the mandate of the OSW and an intervention at ministerial level was 
called for. Further challenges that were reported included a lack of:

 ● gender focal units at all spheres of government;
 ● a monitoring and evaluation framework; and
 ● a National Plan of Action to give strategic direction to the NGM.

The OSW also minimally engaged with municipalities, and activities, which 
were undertaken with them were of an ad hoc nature (Office on the Status of 
Women nd:7).

In sum, the relationship between the CGE, OSW and JMW proved dismal. 
The OSW’s mandate were not effectively executed which raised the questions 
around the relevance of its existence.

Joint monitoring Committee

The Joint Monitoring Committee on Improvement of Quality of Life and Status of 
Women (later known as the Joint Monitoring Committee or the JMC) as an ad hoc 
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committee, was established in August 1996 as part of the South African gender 
machinery, which was mentioned earlier. The committee was constituted jointly by 
both members of the National Assembly and the National Council of Provinces. It 
was mandated “to monitor and evaluate progress with regard to improvement of the 
quality of life and status of women in South Africa. It did this with specific reference 
to the Government's commitments to the Beijing Platform of Action; with regard 
to implementation of the UN Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women; and to any other applicable international instruments. It was also 
tasked to make recommendations to both or either of the Houses, or any joint or 
House committee on any matter arising from the aforementioned”. The committee 
interpreted this role widely to include consultations with civil society about key 
legislation and policies (such as domestic violence, customary law, termination of 
pregnancy and HIV and Aids). The JMC played an important role in engendering 
legislation that was passed through parliament and fast-tracked bills that were 
crucial for the empowerment of women (African Development Bank 2009:22; Van 
der Westhuizen 2009; Gouws 2006:157).

Under the visionary leadership of then chairperson Pregs Govender, the committee 
extensively contributed to the enhancement of gender equality. It succeeded in 
shaping the Domestic Violence Act (Act 116 of 1998), Maintenance Act (Act 99 of 
1998), Recognition of Customary Marriages Act (Act 120 of 1998), Skills Development 
Act (Act 97 of 1998) and the Employment Equity Act (Act 55 of 1998). It further 
ensured “that the sexual harassment code was included in the Labour Relations 
Act and Amendments (Act 66 of 1995), and pressurised the National Treasury to 
buffer the effects of inequitable gender relations when devising the government’s 
macro-economic policy and national budgets. By the end of 1999 the committee 
had ensured that about 80% of the legislative changes that it had prioritised at its 
inception, had been tabled and enacted” (Van der Westhuizen 2009).

“Govender took a principled position against the Arms Deal and abstained 
from voting when the defence budget was passed in 2001” (Van der Westhuizen 
2009), which contributed to her demise as head of the JMC. Under Govender’s 
leadership, the JMC hosted a number of public hearings on the impact of HIV/
Aids on women and girls. Her actions at the time provoked the anger of then - 
ANC leadership and government. She faced enormous political pressure, and in 
the end, she resigned (Van der Westhuizen 2009). Following her departure as 
chairperson of the JMC and as a Member of Parliament in 2002, the JMC had a 
much lower profile in government. 

Van der Westhuizen (2009) contends that “the committee eventually became 
an empty shell, dogged by a lack of understanding of its mandate, absenteeism 
and a nonchalant attitude among committee members towards the cause of 
women’s empowerment”. In the face of high levels of sexual violence against 
women and girls in South Africa (World Health Organisation 2011), further 
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criticism that was lodged against the committee was that it did not give input 
to the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Related Matters) Amendment Bill, 
in spite of it being years in the making before finally being passed in 2007- 
Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Related Matters) Amendment Act (Act 32 of 
2007). The committee’s lack of engagement in the Communal Land Rights Bill 
and the Child Justice Bill, was another indication of its lack of commitment to 
influence government policy to advance women’s issues.

With its key mandate to monitor implementation and reporting on progress 
towards international gender equality instruments to which South Africa is a 
signatory, the JMC was criticized for often not performing this function where it 
failed, for example, in 2001 and 2005 to compile and submit Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) country reports. Whilst 
the JMC had the power to subpoena government departments to parliament, failure 
to act in this regard was interpreted as a lack of performance (Watson 2009). 

Gouws (2006:158) reports that in 2004 the JMC was practically dysfunctional 
and seemed to have lost momentum. The loss of Govender, she contends, served to 
highlight the importance of having dedicated and skilled feminists within the NGM.

Eventually the JMC was replaced by a Portfolio Committee on Women, Youth, 
Children and Persons with Disability in parliament and with a Select Committee 
on Women, Children and Disability in the National Council of Provinces (Gouws 
2010:8).

Structural	problems	reported	in	relation	to	
the	South	African	Gender	Machinery

Drawing on the analytical model designed by Stetson and Mazur (1995:14) 
which uses two theoretical dimensions to test, whether, what they call ‘national 
policy machineries’ contribute to gender equality in particular: a) State capacity: 
to what extent do women’s policy machineries influence policy-making from 
a gender perspective? b) State-society relations: to what extent do women’s 
policy machineries develop opportunities for society-based actors – feminist 
and women’s advocacy organisations – to access the policy process? The 
following problems have been identified.

Watson (2009) states that if one considers the above structures individually, 
it would appear that each one successfully concluded a broad spectrum of its 
mandates. Each structure made a contribution to the struggle for gender equality 
through monitoring, advocacy, gender consciousness-raising and gender training. 
However, when one considers how the structures engage with each other, a 
different picture emerges. A series of structural problems and differential power 
relations impeded the national gender project. Problems which were reported by 
Gouws (2006:158–162) are outlined below.
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Problems between the structures of the NGM: The boundaries pertaining to the 
mandates of the three major structures were not well defined. This overlap hampered 
integrated planning and led to different and sometimes exaggerated expectations. 
Whilst the coordinating function of all these structures resided with the national 
OSW, it did not exercise the necessary authority in the NGM. Problems were further 
exacerbated by personality clashes and personalised politics. Limited communication 
between structures further compounded the sound functioning of the NGM.

Problems within the Commission for Gender Equality: The split between the 
national office and the provincial offices, where the CGE’s mandate is broad 
and staff component small; the split between commissioners (independent) and 
secretariat (administrators), where commissioners did not relinquish party political 
membership which in turn compromised their ability to be critical of the ANC 
government; officials at gender focal points were appointed at low levels without 
the necessary authority to enforce decisions that were made; CGE’s infrequent 
communication with the public about its successes around complaints pertaining 
to ordinary women reinforced the public’s perception of its incompetence and 
inefficiency; CGE’s inability to hold government accountable for its actions and 
inactions pertaining to gender issues and misunderstandings around the workload 
in the CGE; high staff turnover and a lack of strategic leadership, to name but 
a few, were all problems which were identified by Gouws (2006:160-162) as 
undermining the overall tasks of the NGM (Watson 2009).

The above problems were confirmed by the parliamentary “review of Chapter Nine 
institutions, which pointed out a number of institutional and structural weaknesses 
of CGE, in particular, with regard to its approach, institutional architecture, policies, 
processes and interpretation of its mandate” (Commission for Gender Equality, nd:13).

ministry oF women, ChilDren anD 
people with Disabilities

“The creation of the Ministry of Women, Children and People with Disabilities, 
which was announced on 9 May 2009, was an indication of the government’s 
commitment and political will to ensure that human rights, empowerment, 
equality and human dignity for women and children and people with disabilities 
are advanced, promoted, protected and developed”, particularly those in 
disadvantaged communities (Department of Women, Children and People with 
Disabilities, 2012). The initial acceptance of a resolution that was taken at the 
ANC Polokwane Conference in 2007, to introduce a Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 
took a number of women’s organisations by surprise. At the time, the fact that the 
proposed Ministry would include children and people with disabilities, elicited 
fears amongst feminists that the gender focus would be lost (Gouws 2010:8). 
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The Ministry was established to replace the original multi-agency national 
organisations for women, children and persons with disabilities, including the 
National Office on the Status of Women, the National Office on the Status of 
Disabled Persons and the Office on the Rights of the Child. It was believed that 
a number of factors made it difficult for these entities, in particular, the OSW, 
as mentioned in earlier discussions, “to deliver on their mandates. Inadequate 
financial and human resources and the low rank of officials responsible for 
driving programmes”, were highlighted as the greatest impediments to delivery 
(Parliamentary Monitoring Group 2009).

A key question, which was posed by Gouws (2010:8) involved the core mandate 
of the new Ministry and how it would fit into existing structures of the NGM. 
She contemplated what the responsibilities of the new Ministry would involve. 
Ministerial responsibilities, according to Venter, as quoted in Gouws (2010:8) are:

 ● Informatory: to inform parliament of the work of the specific department;
 ● Explanatory: to explain policies and policy actions;
 ● Amendatory: to make changes to policies that are deemed unworkable; and
 ● Resignatory: that a minister will resign if he/she is deemed incompetent. 

Gouws (2010:9) argues that views that were expressed at the time of initial dis-
cus sions around the new Ministry, called for the establishment of different units, for 
example, a Unit for Women, a Unit for Children, a Unit for Youth and a Unit for the 
Disabled. In this way she contended that the Minister would coordinate policies and 
programmes. In the end, a Ministry of Women, Children and People with Disabilities 
was established, and its mandate “is to coordinate and monitor compliance with 
country and global obligations, and to address challenges regarding social justice and 
marginalisation of the three targeted groups through the establishment of a Department 
for Women, Children and People with Disabilities” (Department of Women, Children 
and People with Disabilities 2012). When the idea of establishment of this Ministry 
was first mooted, Van der Westhuizen (2009) argued that the creation of this structure 
was ill-considered, especially as it was an amalgamation of disempowered groups. 
She argued that it would have been more conducive to fix problems, which plague 
existing gender structures, than to create a “new” bureaucracy. 

In relation to women empowerment and gender equality, the core functions 
of the new Ministry are below (Department of Women, Children and People 
with Disabilities 2012).

 ● “the creation of an enabling environment for translating government policy 
mandates into empowerment, advancement and socio-economic development 
programmes for women, and the transformation of gender relations;

 ● the mainstreaming of women’s empowerment and gender equality considerations 
in government policies, governance processes and programmes through the 
establishment of relevant structures, mechanisms and catalytic projects; and
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 ● the facilitation, coordination, overseeing and reporting on the national gender 
equality programme – as well as those programmes, which form part of South 
African regional, continental and international initiatives”.

In order to facilitate the above, the following organisational structure (See Figure 
2 – Ministry of Women, Children and People with Disabilities 2012 below) 
was developed (Department of Women, Children and People with Disabilities 
2012). It displays the units, except the Unit for Youth, in the form of branches.

The Department is headed by a Director-General. The Office of the Minister is 
responsible for oversight, and has extended international obligations, therefore, the 
requisite staff component to fulfill these functions, is imperative. The Department 
has more capacity than the previous structure (see Figure 2). In the new Ministry 
three branches were established. Each branch has three Chief Directorates, 
namely monitoring and evaluation, research and development and policy and 
planning implementation. Each branch is required to develop frameworks, to 
identify gaps, to develop programmes and to conduct research. The Department’s 
prerogative was to continue and conclude projects and programmes, which were 
initiated by the previous entities (Department of Women, Children and People 
with disabilities 2012). 

“While the establishment of a standalone Ministry to address the concerns 
of marginalised groups was met with both approval and skepticism from some 
gender activists, it provided an opportunity to strengthen the NGM, and the 
drive to engender government programmes” (Anon 2010).

The Department, in its Annual Report (2010–2011) reported on progress 
around the Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality programme, particularly 
around its first objective, which pertains to the monitoring and evaluation of 
delivery of government on national, regional and international mandates for 
women’s empowerment and gender equality, and its second objective, which 
pertains to the planning, coordination and advocacy for programmes on women’s 
empowerment and gender equality. In compliance with international, regional 
and national commitment, the branch reported that it (Department of Women, 
Children and People with Disabilities 2012):

 ● Participated in the United Nations Economic and Social Council’s Annual 
Ministerial Peer Review, wherein South Africa was requested to peer review 
the report on the progress made by Namibia on women’s empowerment and 
gender equality. This review was presented at the United Nations in July 2010;

 ● Participated in the Mid-Term Review (MTR) of the Commonwealth Plan of 
Action for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality 2005–2015;

 ● Compiled and submitted an update report on the progress made in 
implementation of the African Union Heads of States’ Solemn Declaration 
on Gender Equality in Africa in June 2010;



Administratio Publica  |  Vol 20 No 3 September 2012 123

Figure	2:	Ministry	of	Women,	Children	and	People	with	Disabilities	2012

Source Commission for Gender Equality nd: 11; Also see Gouws 2006: 148
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 ● Participated in the AU African Women Decade 2010–2020 held in Namibia 
in 2010;

 ● Compiled a progress report on the SADC Monitoring Tool on the 
implementation of the SADC Protocol; 

 ● Initiated the ratification process of the SADC Protocol on Gender and 
Development through National Parliament;

 ● Coordinated the progress report around the implementation of the Convention 
on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women, and

 ● Coordinated and participated in the 55th Session of the UN Commission on 
the Status of Women in 2011.

In relation to the second objective, the following outputs were recorded:
 ● Developed and consulted on a draft National Strategy and Implementation 

Plan for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality. Consultations were 
held with the National Gender Machinery, Gauteng Provincial Gender 
Machinery; and the North West Provincial Gender Machinery;

 ● Developed the draft concept document on the proposed National Council 
for Gender Based Violence, including a reviewed 365 day National Action 
Plan for ending violence against women and girls; 

 ● Compiled a strategy on rural women’s development and initiated the process 
of engendering the New Growth Path and Jobs Fund;

 ● Coordinated the National Task Team on women in informal cross border 
trade. A proposed plan of action was drafted. In collaboration with UNIFEM, 
the branch initiated research on the situation of women in informal cross 
border trade in South Africa; and

 ● Developed draft concept documents on the Sanitary Dignity Campaign; 
decent work for domestic workers; the National Techno Girl Launch and the 
SADC Ministerial meeting on climate change.

The Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality Branch reported that the 
greatest impediments to its service delivery objectives included the lack of 
human resources and limited finances to execute planned activities (Department 
of Women, Children and People with Disabilities 2012). This seems to negate 
a recommendation, which was forwarded to government by the Africa 
Development Bank (2009:29) which concluded that: “Restructuring the NGM 
will not make much difference if government is not willing to enable the structure 
to function properly by allocating sufficient funds, and by appointing strong, 
confident and qualified leaders.” 

In 2006, Gouws (2006:164) claimed that: “While enabling conditions and 
environments for gender equality have been put in place in the past decade, 
certain conditions are needed to shift the South African NGM into the category 
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of successful gender machineries without which enabling environments and 
conditions mean little.” This still holds true today in 2012. Conditions have 
certainly shifted and structures have changed, but the new Ministry should still fully 
engage with all arms of the South African gender machinery to ensure substantial 
influence and access in order to ensure the well-being of all women in all spheres 
of life in South Africa. Bornman, Budlender, Vetten, Van der Westhuizen, Watson 
and Williams (2012) contend that the lack of gender-disaggregated data has posed 
a stern impediment in measuring government performance. They claim that “the 
persistent unavailability of gender-disaggregated information make a mockery 
of government’s declared commitment to gender equality, as it is impossible for 
government programmes to target the multiple challenges that women face” in 
the absence of data to inform those programmes. Gouws (2010:10) also surmised 
that for the Ministry to be taken seriously, it should be well resourced both in 
terms of a budget and staff. A further recommendation, which she made was that 
staff should be “specialists in gender analysis and in the creation of interventions 
for gender related problems, as well as gender budgeting”.

ConClusion

The article has analysed the main achievements and limitations of the South 
African gender machinery. It considered the historical evolution of gender 
machinery in South Africa, and reflected on the “newly” established Ministry 
of Women, Children, Youth and the Disabled to determine whether the 
constitutional rights of women were brought to light. Whilst the South African 
national gender machinery was created to give women access to decision-
making and to ensure gender mainstreaming, to date, the machinery has not 
sufficiently influenced the setting of a policy agenda for gender equality. Prior 
to the establishment of the “new” Ministry, important pieces of legislation were 
advanced mostly by an alliance of feminist parliamentarians and civil society 
actors. The OSW, CGE and the JMC were plagued by continued infighting, high 
staff turnover, inefficient financial resources, miscommunication and a lack of 
coordination of strategies between the three arms, which impeded their work. 
In order to support all elements of the NGM and to set a common agenda, the 
new Ministry requires sufficient clout and authority to coordinate the gender 
equality endeavour. However, a perpetual lack of human resource capacity and 
inadequate financial resources continue to undermine the work of the Women’s 
Empowerment and Gender Equality branch of the new Ministry, which is an 
indication of a spill-over of old ills of the NGM. Hence, the new branch in the 
Ministry did not necessarily cure old ills. Criticism lodged against the CGE was its 
lack of public engagement and visibility. Minister Noluthando Mayende-Sibiya 
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has shown commitment to gender issues by making public statements. This is a 
clear departure from former communication strategies that were employed by 
the CGE, in particular. While gender mainstreaming was neglected under the 
former NGM, the new Ministry drafted a National Strategy and Implementation 
Plan for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality. To ensure compliance 
with this document once formalised, institutionalised reporting mechanisms 
should be established so that management can be accountable.

In the 2012 State of the Nation Address, the President acknowledged “women 
as one of the groups that suffer under the triple challenge of unemployment, 
poverty and inequality, but this does not translate into a plan that will substantively 
improve the lives of women” (Bornman et al. 2012:5). Gender issues should be 
taken seriously, and it is imperative for the new Ministry to make a substantive 
difference.

reFerenCes

African Development Bank. 2009. South Africa. The National Gender Machinery, Gender 
Mainstreaming and the Fight against Gender Based Violence. Human Development Department. 
September.

Anon. 2010. Round Table: Challenges to Mainstreaming Gender in Legislation and Governance. 14 
May. http://www.boell.org./web/gender-democracy-549.html. Accessed 22 May 2012.

Anon. 2012. African women: asserting their rights. Africa Renewal. New York: United Nations.

Bornman, S., Budlender, D., Vetten, L., Van der Westhuizen, C., Watson, J. and Williams, J. 2012. The State 
of the Nation, Government Priorities and Women in South Africa. Cape Town: Women’s Legal Centre. 

Commission for Gender Equality. nd. Strategic Plan 2009–2013. Towards an integrative and effective 
organizational model. Johannesburg: Commission for Gender Equality.

Department of Women, Children and People with Disabilities. 2012. Annual Report 2010–2011. 
Pretoria: Government Printer. 

Department of Women, Children and People with Disabilities. 2012. Organisational Structure. http://
www.dwcpd.gov.za/about/organisational_structure/ [Accessed 22 May 2012].

Department of Women, Children and People with Disabilities. 2012. Women Empowerment and 
Gender Equality. http://www.dwcpd.gov.za/women. [Accessed 3 May 2012].

Department of Women, Children and People with Disabilities. 2012. Background. http://www.
dwcpd.gov.za/about/background/. [Accessed 3 May 2012].

Gouws, A. 2006. The State of the NGM: Structural Problems and Personalised Politics. In Buhlungu, S., 
Daniel, J., Southall, R. and Lutchman, J. (eds.) State of the Nation, 2005–2006. Cape Town: HSRC 
Press. 

Gouws, A. 2010. Women in the executive: Can women’s ministries make a difference? Gender Advocacy 
Programme. Policy Brief 2. Heinrich Boll Stiftung.



Administratio Publica  |  Vol 20 No 3 September 2012 127

Hassim, S. 2003. The Gender Pact and Democratic Consolidation: Institutionalizing Gender Equality 
in the South African State. Feminist Studies. 29(3):505–528.

Mvimbi, A. 2009. The post-apartheid South African state and the advancement of gender equality: 
The experience of the national gender machinery. Unpublished MA dissertation, University of 
Johannesburg, Johannesburg.

Office of the Status of Women. nd. South Africa’s National Policy Framework for Women’s Empowerment 
and Gender Equality. Johannesburg: Office on the Status of Women. 

South Africa. (Republic) 1996. Commission for Gender Equality Act, 1996 (Act 39). Pretoria: Government 
Printer.

South Africa (Republic) 1996. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 (Act 108) Pretoria: 
Government Printer.

South Africa (Republic) 1999. The Public Finance Management Act, 1999 (Act 1). Pretoria: Government 
Printer.

Stetson, D.M. and Mazur, A.G. (eds). 1995. Comparative state feminism. London: Sage.

The Presidency: Republic of South Africa Office on the Status of Women. nd. Year End Performance 
Report 2008–2009. Pretoria: Government Printer.

Van der Westhuizen, C. 2009. Fix the gender machinery. Mail & Guardian, May 25. http://www.
mg.co.za/article/2009-05-25-fix-the-gender-machine. [Accessed 3 May 2012].

Watson, J. 2009. Polokwane – Taking women one step forward or two steps back? Commissioned 
Paper - GAP’s 50/50 Campaign. Heinrich Boll Stiftung Southern Africa.

author’s ContaCt Details

Dr Rozenda Hendrickse 
Department of Public Management 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology 
South Africa 
Email: hendrickser@cput.ac.za 
Tel: 021  460 3929


