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ABSTRACT 

 

Achieving Sustainable Development requires respect and efficacy of women’s 

rights and freedoms, the recognition of their abilities and skills and the 

achieving of gender equality within the society. The Nigerian quest for the 

achievement of Gender Equality is confronted by underlying socioeconomic, 

social, cultural, political and legal factors and prejudices. This paper addresses 

how the empowerment of Nigerian Women is important to our achievement of 

Sustainable Development in its three dimensions – Social Well Being, 

Economic Growth and Environmental Protection. The author reflects on the 

current challenges faced by Nigeria on women’s empowerment and projects 

recommendations and actions which must be taken for these challenges to be 

resolved in Sustainable Development. 

 
1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

The achievement of gender equality and the realisation of the Human Rights 

of Women is a central requirement for a just and equitable world. Any plans 

for sustainable development must include an unrelenting commitment to 

gender equality, women empowerment and rights, both in its 

conceptualisation and implementation. Gender Equality is a goal in its own 

right but it is also a key factor for sustainable economic growth, Social 

Development and Environmental Sustainability. By providing the same 

opportunities to men and women, including in decision making in all kind of 
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activities, a sustainable path of development can be achieved to ensure that 

women and men‟s interest are both taken into account in the allocation of 

resources
1
. 

 
Sustainable Development is a form of development which allows communities 

to fulfil their actual needs while giving the future generations the same 

opportunity. It is development which meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 

Sustainable Development takes into account three main dimensions: Social 

Well Being, Economic Growth and Environmental Protection
2
. In recent 

decades, Gender Equality and Women‟s Empowerment have been further 

integrated into international discussions as a whole, such as the International 

Women‟s Conference in Nairobi, Kenya (1985), the United Nations (UN) 

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro, 

Brazil (1992), and the Conferences of the Parties (COP) to the UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and on topics related to pressing 

development issues such as environmental and climate change, food security, 

access to education, and building democratic and transparent institutions
3
. At 

the exit of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in September 2015, the 

world leaders came together at the 70th session of the United Nations General 

Assembly (UNGAS)
4
 in New York to sign a new global partnership for 

development, tagged SDGs. It consists of 17 goals and 169 targets to build on 

MDGs and complete what MDGs did not achieve. The Nigerian President, 

Muhammad Buhari was part of the Team of Leaders that endorsed the take-off 

of the new plans; he affirmed support for 
 

 
1 Empowering Women for Sustainable Development, Discussion Paper Series No. 
2012.1 

2
UN WCED, Our Common Future (1987) p. 16

  

3 UNDP, On the Road to Sustainable Development: Promoting Gender Equality and 
Addressing Climate Change (2015) pp. 2-3

  

4 United Nations General Assembly Resolution A/RES/70/1 - Transforming our world: the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
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SDGs to succeed especially in Nigeria, especially through multi-stakeholder 

collaboration, which is in tandem to the positive change mantra of his 

administration. Goal 5 of the SDGs centres on achieving Gender Equality 

and Empowering all women and girls. As a country facing severe 

developmental challenges amidst declining oil revenues which is a mainstay 

of our economy Nigeria will need to promote equal rights, equal 

opportunities, equal liberties and shared responsibilities for women and men 

in order to achieve her mandate of “Leaving no Nigerian Behind” as well as 

inter-generational equity. 

 
2.0 NIGERIA’S TRANSITION FROM THE MDGS TO THE SDGS 

 

Nigeria is a signatory to a number of international and regional conventions 

which promote the development and well-being of all citizens. These are 

complimented by a national law and policy regime which recognizes gender 

inequality across different sectors and thematic areas. The latter includes the 

1999 Constitution, the National Gender Policy and the National Action Plan 

on United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325. These 

mechanisms are aimed at ensuring that all citizens can live an existence free 

of physical, sexual and emotional abuse, with access to property rights, and 

to all of the medical, educational and judicial systems that are in place in the 

society. 

 
Nigeria has recorded appreciable progress in the implementation of the 

MDGs particularly in the area of universal primary enrolment, gender parity 

in education, reduction in the spread of HIV/AIDs, maternal and child 

mortality as well as prevalence of hunger
5
 In relation to the third goal which 

focused on promoting gender equality and empowering women, Nigeria 

recorded substantial achievement in the increment of the proportion of girls 
 
 

5
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enrolled for primary education. Achievements in relation to Goal 3 in the last 

fifteen years constitute one of Nigeria‟s areas of strength despite the prevailing 

patriarchal culture and practices in most of the states of the federation. There 

has been a gradual but steady increase in the ratio of girls to boys in primary 

education in Nigeria. According to the World Bank, the ratio of girls to boys in 

primary education in 2012 was 95.75%, and also 95.53% at the pre-primary 

level of education in 2012. The Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS, 

2011) also reported gender parity index of 0.94 for primary school. Generally 

therefore, all available statistics reveal significant increase in girls‟ participation 

in primary level of education in relation to boys. In light of these statistics, 

Nigeria has done very well on this indicator. However, the success at the basic 

education level has not been replicated at the tertiary education level where 

there is weak progress even though the policy environment has been supportive 

at every level of the educational pipeline. However, the patriarchal culture and 

practices in most part of Nigeria remain a major factor against women‟s access 

to elective positions as well as the proportion of women in wage employment in 

the non-agricultural sector. Summarily, it can be said that Nigeria achieved 

Gender Parity under the MDGS but very weak progress in women‟s 

empowerment. 

 
Transitioning into the SDGS, Nigeria will need to enable policies and legal 

frameworks that translate a global commitment to gender equality into a 

national commitment to empower Nigerian Women with explicit data 

generation, monitoring, reporting and accountability mechanisms. It will also 

need to put into place institutions and institutional arrangements for the SDGs. 

This requires a clear outline of institutional mandates, responsibilities and inter-

relationships at all levels of governance for smooth implementation 
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of the SDGs, and specification of institution that has convening power and 

coordination role for purposes of eliminating jurisdictional conflict.
6
 

 
3.0 THE SOCIAL WELL-BEING OF THE NIGERIAN WOMAN 

 

Sustainable development in its social dimension basically entails the respect 

for women‟s fundamental human rights and protection. The ODI Report
7
 

outlines a set of transformative indicators under six key measurement areas 

that, taken together, would track the changes in social norms that signal the 

growing empowerment of women and girls; 

 
i. Women and Girls exercise choice over their sexual and 

reproductive integrity 
 

ii. Women and Girls enjoy freedom from violence 
 

iii. Women and Girls enjoy enhanced decision making ability over 

land and assets 
 

iv. Women attain enhanced participation in Political and Civil Life 
 

v. Equal Value is given to girls and boys 
 

vi. Unpaid care is equally distributed between women and men, girls 

and boys. 
 
Nigerian cultural traditions have included some practices which tend to 

perpetuate violence against women and girls such as female genital 

mutilation, forced marriage and widowhood practices including hair-shaving 

and restriction to the home
8
. Women and girls also suffer from numerous 

forms of violence and these include acts that cause sexual harm such as rape 

and forced prostitution. Nigerian law is also infused with discriminatory 
 
 

 
6
Millennium Development Goals. End Point Report (2015) 
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Empowerment and Social Transformation in the Post -2015 Agenda”. (March 2014)
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practices against women, including an implied legal backing to the assault 

of a wife in Section 55 of the penal code and in Section 6 of the criminal 

code, a lack of legal recognition for rape within marriage. Within Nigeria, 

GBV transcends region, religion and ethnicity with physical and sexual 

abuse affecting as many as 35.1% of Igbo women and 34.3% of Hausa-

Fulani women
9
. Also, one woman in five in the Niger-Delta has reported 

either being raped or having experienced a rape attempt
10

, while in parts of 

Northern Nigeria the estimate stands at one in three women
11

. 

 
GBV is an unmistakable threat to sustainable development, the most 

pervasive form of GBV women and girls suffer is domestic violence, which 

cuts across all socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds
12

. This usually 

takes place in the home and is perpetrated by family members or relations. 

Generally, various reports show a high incidence of GBV with varying 

prevalence rates across different geopolitical zones. According to the British 

Council Nigeria 2012 Gender Report, one in three of all women and girls 

aged 15 – 24 has been a victim of violence. 

 
It is important to note the connection between Insurgency and Gender Based 

Violence in Nigeria, such insurgency has come with the use of women as 

perpetrators on the one hand and their position as victims of gender based 

abductions and detentions on the other hand.
13

 Forced Marriages, Sexual 

Harassment and Rape are the most gender specific consequence of the Boko 

Haram insurgency which has swept through the Northern part of Nigeria. 
 
 
 
 

 
9
National Demographic and Health Survey (2013). Abuja: NBS 
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Gender in Nigeria Country Report (2012). Abuja: DFID 

11 Ibid
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National Demographic and Health Survey (2013). Abuja: NBS 
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“National Guidelines and Referral Standards on Gender Based Violence in Nigeria.” 

Published by Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development, Abuja, Nigeria.  
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In the past decade, Nigeria has undergone various efforts to combat gender 

based violence through social and legislative advocacy at all levels of 

government as well as establishment of gender desks and family support 

units in area commands and divisional police stations across the country. 

Non-Governmental organisations have also played a key role in combating 

GBV; however, there is still a lot of work required. Besides the culture of 

silence and societal stigmatisation, information for women as well as 

support for victims are still grossly inadequate, making the fight against 

gender based violence a long walk yet to begin. Young girls are still being 

subjected to harmful cultural practices such as FGM. These are some of the 

challenges needed to be addressed in order to end the increasing rate of 

Gender Based Violence. 

 
4.0 ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN 

 

It is quite sad that women have only been able to put a dent in the glass ceiling, 

preventing them from attaining high ranking positions in their respective place 

of work. The glass ceiling is a barrier so subtle that it is transparent, yet so 

strong that it prevents women from moving up the corporate hierarchy. From 

their vantage point on the corporate ladder, women can see high level corporate 

positions but are kept from reaching the top. In Nigeria today, the women folk 

have come a long way, in business, politics, education, sports and the 

professions. Women have made an indelible mark in their effort to conquer the 

limitations of the past which have sought to place them permanently in the 

kitchen and bedroom. Studies have also shown that women's level of education 

and their marital status, place of residence, sex of household head, household 

wealth index and religion are strong determinants 
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of women participation in labour force in Nigeria.
14

 Nigerian Women face 

various obstacles in the access to, and maintenance of employment, ranging 

from the sexual division of labour, lack of access to resources, lack of 

adequate education and training as well as legal and socio cultural 

impediments. For instance, the taxation of women in the public sector is still 

based on the premise that married women have no family responsibilities 

and are maintained by men. In the cases that both men and women work, 

men are entitled to tax relief for children and dependents, whereas women 

are not. This article will focus on the role of women in the informal 

economic sector in the context of sustainable development. 

 
Women are recognized as the primary caregivers in a household and as such 

their employment opportunities are potentially limited as they have to 

balance their time spent between the workplace, domestic chores, and 

childcare
15

. One of the key targets in relation to SDG 5, underlined in 5a, 

encourages Member States to take reform within their own legislative 

systems to achieve the economic empowerment of women through access to 

economic resources, ownership, and financial services. Nigerian women 

play a very active role in the informal business sector. 

 
Women, the labour force in Nigeria generally have low participation in the 

formal sector. Many of them take up self-employment in the informal sector. 

The women mostly operate in a hostile environment and are ignored as far 

as public policy is concerned. Often, they are seen as illegal traders to be 

harassed by law-enforcement agents. The concept of the informal sector was 

introduced into international usage in 1972 by the International Labour 
 
 
 
 
14 Ezra Gayawan and Samson B. Adebayo. Spatial Analysis of Women Employment Status 
in Nigeria. CBN Journal of Applied Statistics Vol. 6 No. 2 (December, 2015)

 
 

15 UN-Women, Millennium Development Goals: Gender Chart (2014) p. 2
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Organization (ILO) in its Kenya Mission Report which defines informality 

as a „way of doing things‟ characterized by ease of entry; reliance on 

indigenous resources; family ownership; small scale operations; labour 

intensive and adaptive technology; skills acquired outside of the formal 

sector; unregulated and competitive markets. Activities in the informal 

sector in Nigeria are difficult to measure; they are highly dynamic and 

contribute substantially to the general growth of the economy and personal 

or household income. The non-agricultural informal sector employs about 

35 per cent of the female labour force, mainly in petty trading and home-

based processing and manufacturing, where they have little access to official 

sources of credit or information
16

. 

 
Women in Nigeria's informal sector seem to be invisible, along with their 

contributions and needs. In general however, women's lack of access to 

affordable credit, information, technical advice and services prevents them 

from expanding their enterprises. 

 
5.0 GENDER AND CLIMATE CHANGE IN NIGERIA 

 

Climate change is one of the most urgent issues of our time with widespread 

implications for the earth‟s ecosystems and human development across sectors. 

From the exacerbation of poverty, to the breakdown of infrastructure, to the 

loss of environmental, political, economic and social security, the impacts of 

climate change are extensive. However, a critical aspect is missing when 

discussing climate change, especially during roundtable policy negotiations: the 

gender perspective. The gender perspective is important because climate 

change affects men and women differently. The distribution 
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of gender roles and the importance of gender inequalities are such that 

women are more vulnerable to the impact of climate change than their male 

counterparts
17

. A gendered approach is pertinent, as women as stewards of 

natural and household resources are positioned to contribute strategies 

adapted to changing environmental realities. As a result, women are highly 

dependent on natural resources and ecosystem services to carry out their 

responsibilities, making them more vulnerable to the impacts of climate 

change
18

. In recent times, the international community has applauded 

dialogues around environmental sustainability that addresses the gendered 

dimensions of impacts and recognises the vital role women play as agents of 

change and solution holders. The 2015 United Nations Climate Change 

Conference (COP 21) recognised the need for women‟s empowerment and 

gender equality to successfully combat climate change. 

 
Environmental problems which affect Nigeria include flooding, erosion, 

drought, desertification, deforestation, overgrazed land, windstorms and heat 

waves. These problems are of grave socio economic consequences 

especially for women as it has, amongst other effects, led to the increase in 

the cost of water in affected areas, reduction of arable land for farming, 

increased incidences of cardio respiratory diseases in women, increase in the 

prices of foodstuff and so on. 

 
A roadmap to ensure that Nigeria addresses gender equality in climate change 

initiatives is underway. This is in line with the more than 50 decisions of the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which 

recognise and support the integration of gender considerations. To this 
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end, the country is to implement the Paris Accord and Nigeria‟s Intended 

Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) as the federal authorities 

have begun moves for the creation of a National Gender Roadmap on 

climate change, which will mainstream gender concerns into national 

policies, plans and programmes at all levels
19

. 

 
Women are not only vulnerable to climate change but are effective actors as 

agents of change in relation to both mitigation and adaptation. Nigeria must 

develop and implement specific plans to fill the gaps in adaptation, capacity 

building, education, access to safe, affordable, available and sustainable 

technologies and decision making schemes for rural women. 

 
6.0 OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Asides the three dimension of sustainable development, there are other 

considerations for the empowerment of women in the context of sustainable 

development; 

 
6.1 Women’s Participation in Politics and Decision Making Process 

 

To attain sustainable development, women must be included in the process 

of policy formulation and decision making on economic, social and 

environmental development that bear a concrete gender perspective. It is 

important that a country‟s policy on empowering women must be linked 

with the attainment of sustainable development. At its 59
th

 Session, the 

Commission on the Status of Women enjoined states to create quotas to 

increase women‟s participatory education and capacity building, through the 
 
 
 
19

The Minister for the Environment, Hajia Amina Mohammed, made this known at a two-

day National Consultative Workshop by the Federal Ministry of Environment‟s Department 
of Climate Change in collaboration with Women Environment Programme (WEP) and 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Office, Abuja, available on-line at: 
http://thenationonlineng.net/roadmap-gender-equality-climate-change-coming/ accessed on 
04/09/16.  

53 

http://thenationonlineng.net/roadmap-gender-equality-climate-change-coming/


(2016) 2 Journal of the Mooting Society University of Lagos 
financing of gender equality initiatives that encourage women to run for 

elective positions. 

 
6.2 Women’s Inclusion in Conflict Resolutions 

 

The Boko Haram insurgency has come with the use of women as 

perpetrators on the one hand and their position as victims of gender based 

abductions and detentions on the other hand. Forced Marriages, Sexual 

Harassment and Rape are the most gender specific consequence of the Boko 

Haram insurgency which has swept through the Northern part of Nigeria. 

Negotiations and discussion on how to resolve these challenges need to 

integrate gender responsive policies in a more robust way especially in the 

areas of mitigation. Nigeria instead of seeing women as victims only, will 

need to prioritise women‟s capabilities and open more opportunities for 

them in her counter terrorism efforts. 

 
7.0 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This paper argues that the achievement of sustainable development requires 

an enabling and supporting environment, a removal of all obstacles and 

barriers to equal participation. There is a need for relevant legal reforms and 

policy measures at all levels of government as well as initiatives and support 

by non-state actors such as the Private Sector, Civil Society, family and 

friends. 

 
In addition to the existing system, the government must create policies 

which stress the importance of creating gender awareness and Gender Based 

Violence training for service providers in the Health, Education and Social 

Services sectors. Furthermore, it is important that all levels of government 

promote institutions, policies and programmes which address Gender Based 

Violence. It is also important the legislature undertake the necessary 
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legislative reform to address the response to, and the prevention of gender 

based violence as well as ensuring the domestication of CEDAW and the 

AU Protocol on the Rights of Women. Civil Societies and Faith Based 

Organisations also play an important role in the sensitization of the public 

against Gender Based Violence. They should further collaborate with the 

government, media and international organisations to provide humanitarian 

support to GBV survivors. 

 
Tax measures should be introduced to reduce the fiscal disincentives that 

prevent women from participating fully in the workforce such as the increase of 

employee tax credit for those with a lower income; as a result, people with 

lower incomes will have a higher net wage. The government should also create 

policies which focus on vulnerable groups such as lone parents and women 

with little or no education and aim to stimulate the labour force participation of 

low qualified women. Furthermore, the implementation of policies which allow 

women reconcile their private and professional life will go a long way in 

reducing the gender parity between men and women in the labour force. 

Policies and developments affecting the informal sector must have a gendered 

effect. The government must encourage and empower women in the informal 

sector through the provision of conducive policies and physical conditions. The 

informal sector in Nigeria has come to stay, especially for women, therefore it 

must be sustained for optimum contribution to the growth of the economy. The 

government should support and regulate the sector in order to promote 

employment, productivity, and income for the poor and women who obviously 

dominate the sector. 

 
There was a need to identify gender-sensitive strategies that ensure that no 

one was left behind in the work towards implementation of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) and an African solution to a collective global 

challenge. The government will have to work in a real spirit of partnership 
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where stakeholders concerned – local women, communities, NGOs and 

private sector, collaborate and develop equitable climate change adaptation 

strategies and responses to ensure sustainable development for Nigeria and 

further develop ways to increase gender participation in climate negotiations 

and other related issues. 

 
The implementation of affirmative action is pertinent, there is a need to 

create deliberate policies to promote the participation of women in 

government as well as improve education participation by the girl child. It is 

also important that women develop an active interest in governance and 

policy formulation. The most formidable tool for women empowerment are 

women themselves. Women must use their collective strength to generate 

force against these barriers that hold them back. There is a need to embrace 

women leadership as a solution to bridging the gender gap in Nigeria. 

 
Until every Nigerian woman is empowered, sustainable development will 

continue to elude us. 
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