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NETRIGHT: THE JOURNEY SO FAR...... 

MOBILISING FOR WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN GHANA 

(Patricia Blankson Akakpo) 

 

The Beginning ... 17 years back 

The journey started in 1999, when a number of individuals and representatives of 

organisations working in the women’s rights and gender equality terrain attended 

a meeting organised by the Third World Network Africa (TWN Africa) to discuss a 

study on national machineries. Participants at the meeting recognising the lack of 

a collective approach to working on national and regional processes; an under 

emphasis of the political and power relational issues in the gender and 

development work; the absence of space for debate and discussion to come to a 

clear understanding of women’s positions on their rights and other national 
issues; and the inability to respond to critical issues partly due to lack of effective 

engagement with national institutions on women and policy making decided on 

the need to form a national network  

 

In November, 1999, the Network for Women’s Rights in Ghana (NETRIGHT) was 

formed with the vision of working together to bring gender perspectives to 

national processes, policies and programmes and ultimately advocate for policy 

change. NETRIGHT’s specific objectives are to at: 

o build a strong coalition of groups and individuals committed to women’s rights 

issues in Ghana that will provide a base for more effective lobbying, advocating 

and campaigning on issues; 

o work effectively with and support the work of the national machinery on 

women’s issues; 

o provide a forum for the sharing of ideas and information on issues, 

development and approaches to gender equality work and to reduce 

duplication and fragmentation of efforts on similar concerns; 

o strengthen and support NGO presence and participation in gender equality and 

women’s rights in Ghana; 

o inject a human rights discourse to women’s equality work in Ghana. 

 

This it does, consciously avoiding duplication of members’ efforts and respecting their 
thematic jurisdiction. 
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On formation, it was decided that NETRIGHT’s member organisations would take 

turns to host and convene the network; host organisations were responsible for 

providing office space, administrative and other logistical support including managing 

NETRIGHT’s finances.  NETRIGHT’s first Host and Convenor was the Gender Studies 

and Human Rights Documentation Centre (Gender Centre) from 1999 to 2002. The 

Third World Network- Africa (TWN-Africa) took over the Host and Convenorship in 

2002. However, the rotational hosting arrangement ended in 2005, when it became 

extremely difficult for other member organisations to host the network and TWN-

Africa offered NETRIGHT permanent office space on its premises. The hosting and 

convenorship arrangements were thus decoupled to enable rotational convenorship 

of a two-year term which was revised in 2010 to a three-year term. Convenors cannot 

serve more than two terms. The deputy convenorship role was introduced in 2005. 

 

NETRIGHT has moved from a one-support staff secretariat fully dependent on a 

Host member organisation to a functional secretariat with full-time professional 

staff independent of the Host. 

 

Structure and Coverage 

Reflecting feminist principles of equality and absence of hierarchies in women’s 
rights’ activism, members decided to set up a flexible organisational structure to 
locate core decision making with the general body of members. The main 

governing and policy setting body is the Annual General Meeting AGM), 

supported by a nine-member Steering Committee which interprets the decisions 

of the AGM and oversees the work of a secretariat that implements decisions of 

the network. The secretariat works closely with a Convenor and Deputy Convenor 

elected from the members of the Steering Committee.  

 

NETRIGHT maintains a presence in nine administrative regions of Ghana through 

Focal Points (individual or organisational members). The secretariat assumes 

responsibility for the Greater Accra Region where the national capital is located. 

Focal points carry out the activities of the network in the regions and mobilise 

members for the network. Positions within the network are time bound for 

members of the Steering Committee and the Convenors. The occupants serve a 

three-year term with the possibility of a second term renewal.  

 

The structure is informed by two concerns. The first is to enhance membership 

ownership and avoid a structured bureaucracy. The second is to ensure 
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organisational survival and independence to set its own agenda by sharing costs 

among its membership. Members are expected to volunteer their expertise and 

time to undertake programme activities.  Thus, focal points serve the network 

without fees. Similarly, membership of the steering committee and the 

convenorship are non-remunerated positions. As the activities of NETRIGHT 

expanded, it became necessary to have a permanent functional secretariat to run 

its affairs.  

 
From a membership of 40 organisations and about 60 individual members in the 

early 2000s, the membership as in January 2017 has grown to 82 organisations 

and over 200 individual members across the country with diverse backgrounds 

and wide range of expertise.  Several of the organisational members are 

themselves membership organisations. The membership is made up of gender 

advocates and activists; rural and market women, community-based 

organisations as well as large organisations such as research, advocacy and 

academic institutions.   

NETRIGHT’s operations are guided by feminist principles that explain women’s 
experience of subordination as historical and context specific; and women’s 
organising to confront their issues as an important strategy for building gender 

equal societies. All leadership roles are held by women, even though the 

membership of the network includes men. Our work is tilted in favour of women 

and we do acknowledge our bias for women and girls as a way of addressing 

inequalities perpetuated by patriarchal systems and structures.  Women’s views, 
experiences and emotions are therefore integrated into the building of 

organisational structures, programmes, processes and actions without any 

pretence at establishing only an institutional form that merely prioritises 

“rationale” thinking behaviours. Thus while NETRIGHT acknowledges the place of 

formal systems and procedures of actions, it at the same time builds into the 

system, women’s own experiential knowledge, behaviours and actions as valid 
sites for movement building and institutional development. 

Thematic Focus  

As a women’s rights network with a vision of promoting a gender perspective in 

national policy making for transformational change. Consequently, a strong and 

vibrant women’s movement is of prime concern to the organization – this forms 

the basis of our work.  As we seek to promote the rights of women, NETRIGHT 

identifies gender gaps in policy spaces and processes and offer gender sensitive 
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alternatives. The network also draws attention to violations of women’s rights 
and campaigns for changes to achieve women’s equality as well as creates space 
for debate and clearer articulation of the different positions within the Ghana 

women’s movement on critical issues of concern to women. NETRIGHT focuses on 

3 core areas: economic justice, movement building and natural resource (land, 

mining and oil and gas). 

 

NETRIGHT’s economic justice work revolves around development financing and 

development effectiveness, national and district development policies and plans. 

Others are the informal economy in particular cross-border and local trade as well 

as market spaces. NETRIGHT’s activities are geared towards working to impact 
macro-economic and social policies in order to secure and enhance women’s 
livelihoods through policy dialogue, lobbying and advocacy. NETRIGHT has a 

three-year Economic Justice and Capacity Building Programme (EJCBP) which 

builds the capacity of Women’s Rights Organisations (WROs) to effectively engage 

in and influence socio-economic policy debates from a gender perspective. 

 

The gender and natural resources thematic area is aimed at protecting women’s 
livelihoods, women’s land access and ownership. This includes monitoring the 
impact of activities in the extractive industry and land acquisitions on women’s 
health, economic and social wellbeing. The activities consist of research and 

advocacy in oil and gas, mining and land rights.  

 

NETRIGHT’s movement building thematic area focuses on organisational and 

mobilisation strategies to effect change. The choice of activities is directed by the 

belief that information sharing, regular membership meetings, partnerships, 

collaboration and networking with similar minded organisations maximises 

resource utilisation to achieve results. Activities in this area include those 

designed to strengthen its internal capacity as a network, raise the knowledge 

base of staff and expand its policy engagement platforms.  

 

Key Moments/Major Gains 

Since its establishment, NETRIGHT has provided leadership and gender analysis to 

several policy processes as well as led women's rights organisations/gender 

groups in national processes - our core business is mobilising women for collective 

action. Recognising the crucial need for unity and building common platforms for 

engaging on women’s rights issues, NETRIGHT, in addition, notes the value of 
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difference and diversity as sources of strength in mobilising action for advancing 

the cause of women.  

 

NETRIGHT leverages its voice and impact using the three Coalitions platform. This 

is a broader alliance with two major national women’s rights platforms namely 

The Coalition for the Women’s Manifesto in Ghana (WMC) and the Coalition on 
Domestic Violence Legislation in Ghana (DV Coalition). NETRIGHT played an active 

role in the production of the Women’s Manifesto, an initiative of ABANTU for 

Development which later led to the formation of the WMC and also the WROs-led 

campaign for the passage of the Domestic Violence Act.  

 

NETRIGHT uses the Three-Coalition platform to engage the national machinery 

beginning with the Ministry for Women and Children’s Affairs (MOWAC) and its 
later transformation into the Ministry for Gender, Children and Social Protection 

(MoGCSP). It also uses this framework to engage broad national development 

issues.  At the regional level, NETRIGHT has organised joint advocacy platforms 

with the Association of African Women for Research and Development 

(AAWORD), the Africa Women’s Development and Communication Network 

(FEMNET) and (now) WoMin (an Africa regional platform for gender and 

extractives). At the global level, NETRIGHT collaborates with AWID, DAWN, 

WIDE+, Coordinadora la Mujer, Forum of Women NGOs Kyrgyzstan, PWESCR 

among several others. NETRIGHT is a member of the Women’s Major Group, 
Women’s Working Group for Financing for Development (WWG on FfD) and the 
Feminist Sector of the CSOs Partnership for Development Effectiveness. 

NETRIGHT occupies a CPDE Global Co-Chair position representing the feminist 

sector. 

 

NETRIGHT in its quest to contribute to strengthening the women’s movement in 
Ghana has organised 2 national feminist forums in 2007 and 2011 for women, 

women rights organizations and groups, young persons and feminists to clarify for 

themselves what can be done to ensure an inclusive and vibrant women’s 
movement in Ghana. 

 

Some of our key moments/key gains include... 

o Beijing+ Review Reports – 2000, 2005, 2010 and 2015 

o End of Year Review of the Status of Women – since 2004 

o Interrogating the changing funding landscape in Ghana – 2004 
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o Gender analysis of Ghana’s PRS 

o Land tenure reforms  

o Ghana@50 Project 

o Aid Effectiveness – HLF3 and the Accra International Women’s Forum 

o Ghana Constitutional Reforms – leading gender groups (gender groups led 

by NETRIGHT recommended as the most formidable and well-coordinated 

group to have presented concrete demands to the CRC) 

o Oil and Gas work 

o Local governance, development planning and gender budgeting 

o Anti-witch Campaign – bringing human/women’s rights perspective in 
campaign 

o Work with market women 

 

NETRIGHT is also positioned to give voice to women’s issues across a number of 
different platforms at the national level. NETRIGHT’s record of accomplishments 
and credibility as one of the few organisations working on gender and economic 

justice for the past 16 years in addition to its experience with engaging different 

policy spaces at all levels from a gender perspective have given the network the 

requisite experience for policy influencing at any level of engagement. 

 

Challenges and coping strategies  

 

One of the struggles of NETRIGHT is funding and the level of flexibility to employ 

in its structure. It was conceived as a membership owned network dependent on 

the resources of its members be it financial, material or human. Membership 

dues which were to be its major source of funding was never adequate. 

Voluntarism became a problem as members of the steering committee in 

particular advanced in their fulltime careers and had to assume senior level 

responsibilities in their places of work. The expansion in the focus of the network 

and recognition of its role as the lead platform of women’s rights and gender 
equality work in Ghana brought demands that the voluntary approach could not 

maintain. The host organisation as a result had the additional responsibility of 

pre-financing its activities.  It became clear that the network needed some 

element of re-structuring.  

 

In 2005, as part of donor requirements, the NETRIGHT’s initially concept of being 
a loose network with a Host as the fiscal sponsor had to be reviewed and the 
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network registered as a limited liability organisation in 2007 and also started 

processes to wean from TWN Africa’s full support. Slowly as well, NETRIGHT 

moved into raising funds from a very select group of funders of women’s rights 
work such as the African Women’s Development Fund.  The need to establish a 

secretariat with permanent staff was also key in ensuring growth and 

sustainability of the platform. However, funding to enable it maintain its 

independence and secure its space within the national women’s rights front 
remains a real challenge which appears difficult to resolve in the short term.  

 

Remaining Relevant as Women’s Movement 

Across the globe, with Ghana not an exception, gains made by the women 

movement are being eroded. This is because patriarchal attitude; neo-liberalism; 

religious fundamentalism; ethnic conflicts; civil wars and climate change have 

intensified inequalities coupled with the shrunk policy spaces for CSOs (Duran, 

Payne & Russo, 2007). Interestingly, inasmuch as the donor community support 

increased women’s activism; the continuous changing landscape of the donor 
community has also had adverse effect on women’s rights/gender equality work 
while the negative portrayal of women and the trivialization of women’s concerns 
by the media undermine women’s rights/gender equality work. While there is the 

general appreciation of justice and rights for all as provided for under global, 

regional and national frameworks such as the UN Charter, African Charter and 

national constitutions, these remain superficial. The same tokenism and rhetoric 

continue to characterize practice and to slow down progress. 

 

This unfavourable policy advocacy space limits the entry points for women’s 
rights/gender equality work. The policy advocacy environment in Ghana is 

thwarted by setbacks such as male domination and gender power relations. 

However, within this environment; WROs in Ghana find strategic ways to engage 

the policy space. The ‘old model’ movement which was tied to the apron strings 
of ruling parties has been replaced by independent WROs that are non-partisan 

and represent the interest of women to end discrimination and violation of their 

rights. However, in order to continue remaining relevant in the policy space with a 

stronger and collective voice, we urgently need to bring on board all key women 

constituents. 

In engaging policy spaces, it is critical for women’s movements to assess the 

spaces, the different levels and the power dynamics of the actors in order to 
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make informed decisions about their engagement in these spaces. Again, it is a 

fact that the policy space is controlled by men and the key players on the 

‘corridors of power’ are men, thus, it behoves on women’s movements to engage 
men in their struggles for social transformation but in doing that, it is crucial to 

work with male allies who strongly believe that patriarchy destroys men as much 

as it does women. For example, some mainstream or male-led institutions partner 

with WROs as a result of a donor requirement or to project their image as gender-

oriented institutions even though they are not necessarily committed to 

promoting women’s rights/gender equality – such partnerships tend to defeat the 

intended outcome of the partnership. It is also important to point out that 

strategic partnerships enrich and broaden the scope of analysis and advocacy, 

however, for a collective impact, there is the need for structures and systems to 

be put in place to strengthen the partnership.  

 

Conclusion 

For us (women’s movements) to remain relevant and sustainable our relationship 

with the political-public sphere, particularly the state, is key, however, this kind of 

relationship can led to internal divisions and tensions, yet, it also opens up 

opportunities to place women’s rights/gender equality agenda/proposals in the 

public domain. While cautioning ourselves against the power of the state, the fact 

also remains that for us to achieve our vision of a development model that is 

equitable, participatory and sustainable; largely depends on state actors. 

Therefore, in engaging the state, we adopt a non-partisan approach to ensure 

that our autonomy is not compromised. States responding to the needs of 

women is not a privilege; therefore, it is the right of women movements to 

demand equity, accountability, transparency from state and non-state actors 

without having to compromise their autonomy and credibility. 

 

Finally, to remain relevant and sustainable in the national policy space, NETRIGHT 

works towards building and/or strengthening links between the local and national 

levels through participatory methodologies that enables in particular grassroots 

women including the marginalized to claim their own spaces in order to engage in 

more meaningful dialogue and debate and ensuring that their concerns remain 

key in advocacy processes at all levels. As a national platform, we cannot work in 

isolation; it is the work of our constituencies that inform own actions in the policy 

space thus creating an environment that allows both the strong and weak to work 
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together in order to maximize resources and efforts without any hindrances to 

greatly contribute to the sustainability of women’s movement building in Ghana. 
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