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Hello Friends 2018 Environmental Scan 
 

Sub-Saharan Africa 
 
Introduction 
 
This document provides a scan of the environment in Africa, using a selection of reports from 
international organizations and from the work of our own GRAN researchers.  Each section 
below is an un-edited extract from one of these reports. No doubt there are other sources that 
would be useful to review; this is meant to be a sampling only.  
 
The first three are very broad-brush documents, looking at Africa as a whole – from the 
perspectives of African aspirations, gender equality and women’s health. The final two extracts 
are GRAN research reports on key issues - Older Women Count and Climate Change.   
 
To read further from any of these reports, please go to the links provided at the end of each 
section. 
 

1. Agenda 2063:  African Union  
(A strategic framework created by the African Union, “towards the socio-economic transformation 
of the African continent over the next 50 years.” It provides an insight into the vision, goals and 
aspirations of African leaders.) 

The Guiding Vision  

The guiding vision for Agenda 2063 is the AU Vision of “An integrated, prosperous and peaceful 
Africa, driven by its own citizens and representing a dynamic force in international arena”. 

The African Aspirations for 2063 

The seven African Aspirations were derived through a consultative process with the African 
Citizenry. These are: 

• A prosperous Africa, based on inclusive growth and sustainable development 
• An integrated continent, politically united, based on the ideals of Pan Africanism and the 

vision of Africa’s Renaissance  
• An Africa of good governance, democracy, respect for human rights, justice and the rule 

of law  
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• A peaceful and secure Africa 
• Africa with a strong cultural identity, common heritage, values and ethic 
• An Africa whose development is people driven, relying on the potential offered by people, 

especially its women and youth and caring for children 
• An Africa as a strong, united, resilient and influential global player and partner  

https://au.int/en/agenda2063 
 

 
2. Africa Human Development Report 2016: Accelerating Gender Equality and 

Women’s Empowerment in Africa 
(This is the latest in a series of reports from the United Nations Development Program that 
reviews the state of human development in Africa) 

 
Social dimensions of gender equality 
 
The social dimensions of gender equality involving trends in health and education are key 
determinants of women’s equality and empowerment. Overall, gender inequality in social 
services translates into fewer opportunities for women, in particular, and society, as a whole, to 
achieve well-being. During the last decades, many African countries have seen the expansion of 
their citizens’ capabilities in the basic areas of health, education and other social services. 
These improvements have included women and girls, and today they have greater access to 
education at all levels, have better health, safely give birth to their children and achieve higher 
life expectancy.  
 
Yet, many women face severe deprivations in their health due to factors such as early age 
marriage, sexual and physical violence, and the continued unacceptable high incidence of 
maternal mortality. The spectrum of violence, rape, genital mutilation, intimidation and additional 
threats to women’s personal security in periods of war and conflict. 

With respect to education, it is remarkable that near gender parity has been achieved in primary 
school enrolment. However, gender discrimination is still significant in secondary and tertiary 
education. The reasons why children do not attend school vary, but they are often associated 
with poverty, ethnicity, social exclusion, living in a rural area or slums, geographic remoteness, 
disasters, armed conflict, lack of basic facilities and poor-quality education. These barriers often 
interact with gender to create even greater disadvantages in learning opportunities.   

The role of legal and social norms in gender equality 

Existing legal and social norms, and their interactions have a major effect on gender equality 
and women’s empowerment. The underlying importance of legal and social norms cannot be 
overstated in such areas as access to economic services, health and education, as well as the 
role they play in influencing gender-focused violence, childhood marriage and other socio-
cultural barriers to gender equality. 
 
African states and regional bodies have put in place a wide array of legal norms, precedents 
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and legislation promoting gender equality. The challenge is not in fine-tuning existing legal 
standards, but rather, in ensuring that standards are advocated, accepted and integrated into 
national laws and regulations, and then fully implemented and enforced. It is the gap between 
legal rights and expectations, on the one hand, and pre- vailing practices and behaviours 
embodied in social and cultural norms, on the other hand, that pose a fundamental challenge for 
accelerating gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
 
Many social norms have very important and positive roles in creating strong family and 
community bonds, as well as establishing conditions for trust and support in times of crisis and 
hardship. Other social norms, however, continue to have a negative impact on the attainment 
of gender equality, despite existing laws and standards. Such  
prevailing social norms and gender stereotypes that assign different standings, roles and 
privileges for women and men prevent progress towards gender equality. About one quarter 
of Africans did not embrace the concept of gender equality, i.e. they disagreed or strongly 
disagreed with the fundamental notion of equal rights between men and women. This calls for 
proactive awareness and advocacy on gender equality in Africa.  
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/hdr/2016-africa-human-development-
report.html   
 

3. World Health Organization: Women’s Health - Overview 

Gender inequity, poverty among women, weak economic capacity, sexual and gender-based 
violence including female genital mutilation (FGM) are major impediments to the amelioration of 
women's health in the African Region. To ensure that women and men have equal access to the 
necessary opportunities to achieve their full health potential and health equity, the health sector 
and the community need to recognize that women and men differ in terms of both sex and 
gender. Because of social (gender) and biological (sex) differences, women and men 
experience different health risks, health-seeking behaviour, health outcomes and responses 
from health systems. 
Furthermore, gender social stratifications have resulted in unequal benefits among various 
social groups of women and men as well as between women and men. Hence, continued 
support to Member States to roll out the Women's health strategy and its resolution and 
integrating gender into health policies and programmes have been the major achievements. 
Women in the African Region are more likely to die from communicable diseases (e.g. HIV, 
tuberculosis and malaria), maternal and perinatal conditions, and nutritional deficiencies, than 
women in other regions. Globally, about 468 million women aged 15–49 years (30% of all 
women) are thought to be anaemic, at least half because of iron deficiency and most of these 
anaemic women live in Africa (48–57%). 
It’s reported that 1 in 4 deaths among adult women are caused by NCDs such as heart disease, 
cancer and diabetes. Tobacco is a leading risk factor for NCDs and its use is increasing among 
young women in the Region. 
 
Older Women - Globally, men slightly outnumber women but, as women tend to live longer than 
men, they represent a higher proportion of older adults: 54% of people 60 years of age and 
older are women, a proportion that rises to almost 60% at age 75 and older, and to 70% at age 
90 and older. 



 4 

Noncommunicable diseases - Noncommunicable diseases, particularly cardiovascular 
diseases and cancers, are the biggest causes of death among older women, regardless of the 
level of economic development of the country in which they live. Cardiovascular diseases 
account for 46% of older women’s deaths globally, while a further 14% of deaths are caused by 
cancers – mainly cancers of the lung, breast, colon and stomach. Chronic respiratory 
conditions, mainly COPD, cause another 9% of older women’s deaths. 

Many of the health problems faced by women in older age are the result of exposure to risk 
factors in adolescence and adulthood, such as smoking, sedentary lifestyles and unhealthy 
diets. 

Disability - Other health problems experienced by older women that decrease physical and 
cognitive functioning include poor vision (including cataracts), hearing loss, arthritis, depression 
and dementia. Although men also suffer from these conditions, in many countries women are 
less likely to receive treatment or supportive aids than men. 

Older women experience more disability than men, reflecting broader determinants of health 
such as: 

• inequities in norms and policies that disadvantage women; 
• changing household structures; and 
• higher rates of unpaid or informal sector work. 

These factors combine to increase vulnerabilities and reduce access to needed and effective 
health services. http://www.afro.who.int/health-topics/womens-health 

4. Older Women Count! Invisibility, Inequality and Discrimination 
(A report by a working group of GRANs in 2017 exploring the issues of older women in sub-
Saharan Africa) 

 
Older women face double or triple jeopardy. In sub-Saharan Africa, older women/grandmothers 
are raising millions of young people orphaned by AIDS. With courage, persistence and love they 
are leading their communities and advocating for their rights. Yet these older women face 
discrimination associated with both age and gender.  
 
Other factors can exacerbate this discrimination, including disability, low-income status, the 
stigma associated with HIV/AIDS, and membership in certain communities, e.g. Indigenous 
peoples, minority ethnic, tribal and racial groups, refugees and migrants, and the LGBTTQ+ 
community. Like older women all over the world, their contributions and needs often remain 
invisible to decision-makers, governments and international agencies.  
 
Addressing inequality and achieving gender equality (Sustainable Development Goal  
[SDG] 5) is at the heart of a feminist approach. Gender equality is not only a fundamental 
human right, but a necessary foundation for a peaceful, prosperous and sustainable world. 
 
In low-income countries, the challenge of invisibility is exacerbated by a lack of data. For 
example, very little or no data is collected on HIV status and the experience of violence for 
women after the age 49. 
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In other cases (such as levels of education and literacy) data is extremely limited and/or not 
disaggregated by age and sex. Older women are denied basic services and protection of their 
rights because they are absent from official records and are invisible to policy-makers and 
organizations providing development assistance.  
 
New ways of collecting information are required in addition to extending age cut-offs beyond 
age 49 (to include age groupings from 50 to 60, 60 to 75 and age 75 and above). Current 
targets in virtually all the SDGs need amendments if we are to understand inequality among 
older people. http://grandmothersadvocacy.org/older-women-count 
 
 
5. Climate Change in Sub-Saharan Africa and Its Implications for the Work of the 

Grandmothers Advocacy Network (GRAN Report) 
(A report prepared by a GRAN researcher in 2017 on the impacts of climate change in sub-
Saharan Africa.) 
 

Climate change has been identified as one of the greatest challenges of our time and the 
associated adverse impacts will undermine the ability of all countries to achieve sustainable 
development (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 2014 UN 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals Preamble).  Populations currently at risk economically, politically, or 
otherwise are especially vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. 
 
 The Canadian International Aid Review (2016) described climate change and environmental 
degradation as often linked to development challenges including health, gender equality, peace 
and security, and as increasing the frequency and scale of environmental migration and 
displacement.   Increasing environmental sustainability is one of Canada’s cross-cutting themes 
for international development.  Unless action is taken now to make agriculture more sustainable, 
productive and resilient, climate change impacts will seriously compromise food production in 
countries and regions that are already highly food-insecure and will jeopardize progress toward 
the key Sustainable Development Goals of ending hunger and poverty by 2030 (FAO, 2016). 
 
The IPCC (2014) predicts that climate change will result in: 
 

• the undermining of food security through the loss of local fisheries, the negative impact on 
food production, and reduction of renewable water and groundwater resources, 

• exacerbation of existing health problems worldwide and increases in ill-health which will be 
especially seen in developing countries with low income; illnesses such as increased 
infectious disease due to lack of potable water, and increased vulnerability that comes with 
malnutrition, 

• increased displacement of people with impact especially felt by populations that lack the 
resources for planned migration, and 

• increase in violent conflicts related to poverty, lack of access to water and food shortages.   
 
Extreme drought often affects women and children most markedly.  Zimbabwe is one of the 
countries most affected by the current drought, and a case in point.  Agriculture is a key 
component of the economy in Zimbabwe.   In a good year, it supports the country’s grain needs.  
The drought of 2015/16 produced two consecutive years of failed rains, resulting in more than 
four million people in need of food aid, and then Cyclone Dineo struck mid-February, with most 
of the country affected by floods that washed away crops, bridges and roads.  Impacts of these 
drought and flood disruptions have had the greatest impact on women and children due to: 
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- travelling long distances to find potable water, 
- increase in domestic violence because men, who typically buy the seeds, expect a good 

return on their investment,  
- lack of access to financing to purchase the necessary seeds and fertilizer to respond to 

changing growing conditions, and 
- a growing number of children leaving school to help their mothers or grandmothers work in 

the field or look for paid work.   
Women are often excluded from education provided by agricultural extension workers regarding 
adaptation to climate change in spite of the fact that they do most of the farming.  (IRIN News, 
Part of Series on Climate Change and Food Security, March 2017).  
http://grandmothersadvocacy.org/system/files/resources/17-
09%20GRAN%20Climate%20Change%20Report.pdf 
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of the country affected by floods that washed away crops, bridges and roads.  Impacts of these 
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- increase in domestic violence because men, who typically buy the seeds, expect a good 
return on their investment,  

- lack of access to financing to purchase the necessary seeds and fertilizer to respond to 
changing growing conditions, and 

- a growing number of children leaving school to help their mothers or grandmothers work in 
the field or look for paid work.   

Women are often excluded from education provided by agricultural extension workers regarding 
adaptation to climate change in spite of the fact that they do most of the farming.  (IRIN News, 
Part of Series on Climate Change and Food Security, March 2017).  
http://grandmothersadvocacy.org/system/files/resources/17-
09%20GRAN%20Climate%20Change%20Report.pdf 
 
 
Political Context in Canada    
 
This overview of the current political scene is from the perspective of GRAN and our issues. 
  
The last Hello Friends was held in June 2015.  The country was heading towards a general 
election and there was a feeling that the long tenure of the Conservatives was coming to an 
end.  Since then the political landscape at the national level has changed in almost all ways.   
The Liberal Party won a resounding victory in that election and the new prime minister set the 
tone by unveiling a cabinet that was half female.  It was, he explained, because it was 2015.   
 
The other two major parties also have new leaders, both in the last year; Andrew Sheer now 
leads the Conservatives and Jagmeet Singh the New Democratic Party. The Conservative 
caucus has been very quiet about our issues. Evidence suggests these issues are very low 
among their priorities.  The NDP continue to be progressive on all these issues and are 
supportive and willing to carry recommendations forward. However, given the current balance in 
the House of Commons, it is the Liberal agenda that dominates and that governs the business 
that gets done.  The policies of the current Liberal Government are framed by terms like 
diversity, inclusion and equality.  Also, with the promise to create a Feminist Foreign Policy. 
 
The Government has heralded Canada’s return to the world stage and the ‘modern world’. 
“Canada’s Back” has been a slogan in international meetings on many fronts from climate 
change to peacekeeping to international development (including Canada’s hosting of the G7 
June 8-9 this year).  And similarly, the Government has signaled that it intends to be a leader in 
social justice and gender equality.  While this focus has been welcomed, some have questioned 
whether the actions match the words.  
 
The Government has established an environment which is heavy on discussion and 
consultation in the name of openness and listening. It is certainly a welcome change from the 
style of the previous Government.  When they came to office the new ministers and their 
departments faced such a backlog of groups and issues waiting to be heard that they were 
initially swamped.  They began to establish extensive consultation processes which means it is 
now often harder to see individual ministers or MP’s in Ottawa but there is more opportunity to 
tap into consultations being held across the country. Consultations are held on specific subjects, 
often in preparation for new legislation or for a position to be taken in negotiating international 
agreements: for example, the new disability legislation or Canada’s position on NAFTA. These 
are organized and run by government departments, sometimes in conjunction with major 
stakeholder groups.   There are also consultations or ‘hearings’ conducted by parliamentary 
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committees. There are a number of parliamentary committees, described later.  All are chaired 
by Liberals, frequently with a vice-chair from another party.  They have their own staff and set 
their own agendas when they travel and invite ‘witnesses’ across the country (GRAN members 
have appeared before several committees in the past in different locations). 
 
 
 
 
 
Concrete Actions to Date 
 
In terms of International Assistance overall (the IAE or international assistance envelope), the 
size of Canada’s commitment has not declined further, nor has it truly increased despite urgings 
to do so. (The long-established international goal is 0.7% of GNI: Denmark, Norway, 
Luxembourg, Sweden, Britain and Germany have met or exceeded this goal while Canada still 
lags far behind at 0.26%)   
 
In 2017 the Minister of International Development and La Francophonie, Marie-Claude Bibeau 
announced the establishment of a Feminist International Assistance Policy and committed $2B 
over 5 years to promote gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls though work 
in areas including health, education, human rights and combatting gender-based violence in 
international development. Two concrete steps taken so far have been the allocation of $40M 
for specific projects to improve the sexual and reproductive health rights in international 
development (with a focus on adolescents and advocacy). A second step was the increase in 
Canada’s contribution to education, particularly for girls, through the replenishment of the Global 
Partnerships for Education. This increase was welcomed by GRAN as it had been the object of 
a major advocacy campaign. 
 
Parliamentary Committees  
 
Decisions about government policies and actions belong to ministers, with the advice and 
implementation of their departments and following the approval in Cabinet.  (Legislative 
measures require the approval of Parliament).  Parliamentary Committees however provide a 
forum for in-depth research and reporting on issues leading to recommendations to Ministers 
and Cabinets.  There are committees of the House of Commons (for MP’s) and of the Senate.  
The House of Commons Committees are all chaired by those on the Government side (Liberals 
at present) but often have vice chairs of other parties.  We have attached a list of the 
Committees of interest to GRAN and their membership. (If your MP is a member of a committee 
you could talk to them about opportunities for input at that Committee); 

o Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Development 
o Standing Committee on International Trade (including trade agreements) 
o Standing Committee on Health 
o Standing Committee on the Status of Women  

Within the Government and Parliament, many of the issues that GRAN is focussed on including 
education and violence against women, fall within the international development sector and 
therefore would come before the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International 
Development.  The area of affordable medicines is being seen in the context of international 
trade agreements with their potential implications for pharmaceuticals and therefore falls under 
International Trade (with the exception of NAFTA which has remained with the Minister of 
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Global Affairs).  Finally, the Standing Committee on Health can   study particular 
conditions/illnesses or cross-cutting issues in the health field, nationally and globally. 
Members of these committees is attached. 
 
Ministers 
 
From the GRAN perspective, the following Ministers and their Parliamentary Secretaries (MP’s 
appointed to be their back-up) are central players: 

o Marie-Claude Bibeau – International Development and La Francophonie 
§ Celina Caesar-Chavannes – Parliamentary Secretary  

o Francois-Philippe Champagne - International Trade 
§ Pamela Goldsmith-Jones - Parliamentary Secretary  

o Chrystia Freeland – Government Affairs and NAFTA 
§ The Honourable Andrew Leslie Parliamentary Secretary 
§ Matt DeCourcey, Parliamentary Secretary 

o Ginette Pettipas Taylor - Minister of Health 
§ Bill Blair, Parliamentary Secretary 

Ministers’ staffs are also key entry points. Public servants in departments can be allies or entry 
points depending on the working relationships in that department or ministry.  
 
Shadow Cabinets  
 
Opposition parties designate members to specialize in particular fields. The Conservative Critic 
for International trade is Dean Allison, for International Development, Ziad Aboultaif and for 
Health, Marilyn Gladu. The NDP Critic for International Trade is Tracey Ramsey, International 
Development is Linda Duncan and for Health Don Davies. 
 
Partners 
 
GRAN partners with many civil society organizations in the field of health, education and anti-
violence all with respect to grandmothers and older women in Sub- Saharan Africa. GRAN is a 
member of several coalitions which collaborate as umbrellas with government departments. 
Through these coalitions such as the Interagency Coalition on AIDS and Development and the 
Africa Canada Forum, GRAN has access to some government caucuses and Parliamentary 
Associations such as the Global Health Caucus on HIV-AIDS, TB and Malaria and the Canada-
Africa Parliamentary Association. Some of our partners/coalitions are: 

• Canadian HIV/Aids Legal Network 
• International Coalition on AIDS and Development 
• Women, Peace and Security Network – Canada 
• Girls not Brides 
• Africa Canada Forum 
• Médecins sans Frontières 
• Canadian International Education Policy Working Group 
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Membership in Selected Standing Committees of 2016 
 
Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and International Development 
 
The Honourable Robert Nault  
Dean Allison 
Hélène Laverdière 
Peter Fragiskatos 
The Honourable Peter Kent  
Tom Kmiec 
Michael Levitt  
Marc Miller  
Raj Saini  
Jati Sidhu  
 
Standing Committee on International Trade 
 
The Honourable Mark Eyking  
Randy Hoback 
Tracey Ramsey  
Sukh Dhaliwal  
Peter Fonseca  
Linda Lapointe 
Karen Ludwig  
Kyle Peterson 
The Honourable Gerry Ritz 
Dave Van Kesteren  
 
Standing Committee on Health 
 
Bill Casey 
Marilyn Gladu 
Don Davies 
Ramez Ayoub 
Len Webber 
Sonia Sidhu 
Doug Eyolfson 
Ben Lobb 
Ron McKinnon 
John Oliver 
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