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N igeria has enjoyed significant economic 
growth in recent years as Africa’s larg-
est petroleum producer. While women 
play an increasingly important role in 

the country’s economic success, obstacles blocking 
their full participation in society still remain. JICA 
has been involved in several projects with the goal 
of empowering women at the local level, assisting 
them in becoming more active, productive partici-
pants in society.

GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS STRIVE FOR 
EMPOWERMENT

Rising from the verdant jungle, the capital of Abuja, 
with its beeline roads and shining high-rises, stands 
as a symbol of growth for both Nigeria and Africa. 

Located in the central part of the country, the city 
was created with the help of Kenzo Tange, a re-
nowned leader of the modern architecture move-
ment in post–World War II Japan, and his team of 
urban planners.

Without question, petroleum has been the fuel 
for Nigeria’s recent economic boom. Even as the 
economy grows, though, men have controlled the 
lion’s share of economic activity; participation by 
women in society continues to be limited. This dis-
crepancy is most noticeable in the Islamic northern 
region, where beliefs often constrain women to the 
home.

In the 1980s, Nigeria’s eighth president, Ibra-
him Babangida, led government efforts to raise the 
status of women in rural farming villages. These 
included the founding by Babangida’s wife Maryam 
of the Better Life Program for Rural Women, which 
created over 700 Women Development Centers 
(WDCs) across the country to provide vocational 
training and education for women.

LACK OF RESOURCES AND INADEQUATE 
MANAGEMENT

The WDCs made strides at grassroots levels to raise 

Rejuvenating 
Nigeria’s Women 
Development Centers
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sewing and knitting to meet the growing needs of 
women at the center. Providing vital skills is a must 
to help ensure a bright future for these women and 
their families.”

EXTENDING THE REACH OF THE WOMEN 
DEVELOPMENT CENTERS

“It is essential that women are involved in Nigeria’s 
development,” says Mallam Sadeeq Omar, director 
for planning, research, and statistics at the National 
Center for Women Development. “But in reality, 
few opportunities exist for women to put their abil-
ities to work. This is where the government must 
step in to provide support.”

As part of its overall efforts, the NCWD recently 
began airing a weekly program on regional radio 
stations, explaining what the WDCs do for commu-
nities. Radio still serves as the primary source of 
information for many households in rural areas, 
and the NCWD hopes these programs will intro-
duce the centers and their valuable roles to a wider 
audience and, just as importantly, increase their 
acceptance among more conservative family 
members.

The Haske Women’s Cooperative, located in the 
suburbs of Minna, creates products for sale using 
shea nuts, a major crop in Nigeria. At the coopera-
tive, local women make shea butter by first pound-
ing the nuts using a stick and a stone mortar, then 

A mother carries her child on her back as she attends a knitting class. Women 
Development Centers make it possible for mothers to take courses while looking 
after their children.

One of the knitting 
machines used in classes 
at a Women Development 
Center.

The newly rebuilt Paikoro WDC in the state of Niger.
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150 countries to help some of the globe’s 
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Yumiko Tanaka worked at the United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacifi c (UNESCAP) from 1983 to 1990, focus-
ing on gender and development in the Asia-Pacifi c region. There she 
organized regional ministerial summits and international conferences 
to help governments in the region strengthen programs addressing is-
sues a� ecting women, such as increased participation in the political 
process, economic empowerment, and violence prevention.

After joining JICA, Tanaka began to focus not just on the Asia-Pacifi c, 
but Africa, Central and South America, the Middle East, and other regions 
around the world. One experience which left a strong impression was a 
1994–96 forest preservation and rural community development project 
in Nepal. “I stayed with a local family and experienced the culture and 
way of life fi rst hand,” says Tanaka. “Seeing what life was like for women 
living in poverty had a huge infl uence on my work.”

Tanaka visited Afghanistan yearly from 2002 to 2008 as part of an aid 
project for impoverished women. She lived in Thailand in 2005–8 and 
later began a project to combat human tra�  cking in Thailand, Myanmar, 
and Viet Nam (pp. 8–9). She still monitors projects in the Mekong region 
and is eager to re-create the results. “I hope to extend the successes 
achieved in these three countries throughout South and Southeast Asia.”

Tanaka has also been involved in projects concerning gender in 
Cambodia, Tanzania, and other countries, and is aiming to increase gen-
der awareness in Japan as well. “I would like to help all Japan’s interna-
tional cooperative organizations, not just JICA, to consider gender as well 
as social diversity, such as for those with disabilities, the elderly, children, 
and minorities, when conducting activities.”
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