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ABSTRACT

                       In   this  paper, the author examines the place of women as entrepreneurs in an economy, but cautions that their contributions to the economy depend on the application of human rights concepts  and the varying levels of economic development of different countries. The author dwells on female entrepreneurs in the Cameroonian economy. Taking into account, that these women are a very heterogeneous group different in their background, aspirations, business and psychological needs, management style and development potentials, and reasons of choice in a given activity. After reviewing the practical situation prevailing in Cameroon, the author states her own conclusion.

                 Laws and treaties alone have not guaranteed human rights and freedom to engage in any kind of entrepreneurial activity. The author appeals to women for continuous and qualitative participation in entrepreneurship, but acknowledges that this will be difficult for women who are traditionally customarily bound. 

INTRODUCTION

Globalisation and entrepreneurship  are bringing new opportunities and challenges for women in the business world today. Though big corporations continue to be ruled by men, women are entering the new millennium by conquering the world markets through small and medium sized firms, being both their founders and managers. Nations have not relented in their efforts to make impressive and commendable efforts in the domain of female entrepreneurship.  

  Female   entrepreneurship is present to the largest extent in developed economies, enjoying the support of the authorities through different economic mechanisms, such as tax allowances and access to micro-credit lines. Along with the expansion of small- and medium sized firms, female entrepreneurship had also its swing in countries in transition. However, while an increasing number of women in the Western world are running firms with considerable financial capital and developed business contacts in the world, the position of women entrepreneurs in countries in transition is basically different.  1
The Global Entrepreneurial Monitor of 1999 recorded a significant participation rate of women in entrepreneurship 2. Women constitute 51%  of the world’s population and suffer most from poverty.3   Human poverty has been viewed as  a situation that focuses on the denial of opportunities and choices most basic to human development in order to live a healthy and creative life and to enjoy a decent standard of living, freedom, dignity, self esteem and respect for all.4. Poverty in all its forms is the greatest threat to peace democracy, human rights, and the environment. It is a time bomb ticking against the heart of liberty5. Poverty has been defined also, as  a comprehensive violation of human rights , not only of economic and social rights but also of civil and political rights. 6
Their  attempt  to fight poverty starts with  the creation of  small and medium sized businesses and other business endeavours. This entrepreneurial spirit  commences timidly as a survival strategy and evolves over the years to become a subject of concern and debate.

The interrelationship and the implications for the nexus between entrepreneurship and poverty has become a priority issue for most governments and international organisations.
The incidence of poverty on the African continent has been a media event. Although this is far from being a balanced view, a majority of the world’s poor countries are found in Africa. This has been more acute for the Sub –Saharan region of Africa.
                    In 1995, The World Summit for Social Development7 gave central importance to poverty eradication, expansion of production employment, and full participation of  the poor in entrepreneurship. The Summit recognized the empowerment of women  as a precondition to development more especially as women form a majority of the poor. The Summit pledged action to achieve equality and equity between men and women in entrepreneurship. This is in line with African Development Bank’s Gender Policy that recognises women’s empowerment as a key to attaining poverty reduction and sustainable development. At the same time acknowledging the poor African woman for example as active agents and entrepreneurs who shoulder the primary responsibility for the well-being of families. 8
       Re-iterating the UN Special Report, ‘Unleashing Entrepreneurship: making business work for the poor…’ 

‘The poor entrepreneur is as important a part 

of the private sector  as the multinational corporation’ .  9
                 The following pages will provide an overview for a justification of important issues related to women entrepreneurial activities and present the case of Cameroon in sub-Saharan Africa to give a deeper meaning and appreciation to female entrepreneurial  roles in the economy. 

JUSTIFICATION
          Entrepreneurship, is the organisation of an economic activity, with the goal of reaping the benefits and profits that accrue from it and assuming all the risk that arise there from. 
For most part,  hounded by extreme poverty and hardship millions of women in Asia, Latin America, and Africa  leave their villages for big cities where they hope to earn a living. They take along their meagre possession and offspring to miserable hovels in the slums and begin to hunt for work. And it is here, amid the gloomy and depressing surroundings of the poorest districts that the cherished dream of a better life turns into a brutal nightmare. With no specific skills, most know nothing but farm and household work, and often illiterate,  they survive as best as they can by joining what economists call the Informal Sector 10  Due to effects of the privatisation of state economy and structural unemployment resulting from the process of transition to market economy, the underlying motive for women to decide to establish their own business, is to ensure a more secure job and safer existence of the family.  
  Informal Sector stands for a multitude of jobs mostly wretched, poorly paid, and not     protected  by labour legislation,  requiring little by way of investment or specialized skills, but attracting a great many destitute women, who having no social or political power and little hope of ever having better jobs, contribute to the local economy by moonlighting. 11 .

The informal sector is an oxymoron, on the one hand , an organised ‘nuisance’ sector whose members for example do not pay any form of tax; on the other hand, it provides jobs and increases incomes of the most vulnerable groups in society- the very low income group12.

The concept of  an informal economy was introduced into the international usage in 1972 by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) in its Kenyan Mission Report which defined, informality as a way of doing things characterised by ease of entry; reliance on indigenous resources; family ownership; small scale operations; skills acquired outside the formal sector; unregulated and competitive markets13.

               The ‘Formal Sector’ on the other hand is a structured, organized sector with more or less standard rules and regulations as well as a legal framework which guides and directs the economic transactions    of this sector  . 14. 

                The  timid participation of female entrepreneurs in the formal sector is a world reality, for business was traditionally a man’s world. For several decades now this attitude has been changing even in the third world countries. In Africa as far back as 1980s, The Eastern and Southern Africa Management Institute (ESAMI) offered courses, seminars, specially designed for female managers to increase their knowledge, administrative and managerial skills15 .

               Since the Mid-1980s,  women as entrepreneurs have received  increased attention and assistance by governments, international donors, and Non-governmental organisations (NGOs).   Mechanisms  developed  to provide women with access to financial services have been extremely diverse. The Women’s World Banking (WWB) was founded in Netherlands as far back as 1987 as an independent financial institution funded by various governments, organisations to guarantee loans to women, with the aim to encourage entrepreneurship and integrate women into the economic life of their countries. Kenya benefited from this institution as 40 women who operated a bakery were granted a loan of US $ 3125 to buy an oven, utensils, and firewood. 16  In Japan, The Women’s World Banking launched in 1990 as the Japan branch office of the worldwide non-government organisation, holds two-days  bi-monthly courses encouraging entrepreneurial women. Of the 4500 women who have attended in twelve years, 1000 have already set up  businesses  including a  care centre for the elderly , and an organic bakery. 17
         Supporting female entrepreneurship is seen as having important ‘trickle down’ effects on wider poverty alleviation and gender equality18. Women are thus unavoidable partners as entrepreneurs in developing and shaping the world economically.

a) Entrepreneurial Women shaping the World

          The United Nations and other Organisations Conference on Women’s Rights have    demonstrated the need for governments to proactively support women’s entrepreneurial efforts. An  African Development Bank’s study in 2004 on African women in businesses , revealed that women own most of the businesses in Africa. 19 Latest statistics demonstrates that 8 million women  in the USA are managing their own firms and that they are increasing twice as fast as the ones established, in the past years by men. According to the same source, one in four jobs in the private sector are secured by firms headed by women, and  of the newly-established firms in the Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany, those established by women account for one third. In France and the UK, one in four firms is headed by a woman. 20
        These women-owned firms have the potential to make significant contributions to job creation and economic growth. In Germany ,these firms provided a million new job openings and had a yearly turnover of 15 billion dollars. 21   In today’s economic context, women’s employment opportunities are coming increasingly from small firms and self –employment. Many of the  measures called for in the Beijing Plat Form and the Copenhagen Programme  are to promote self-employment, develop entrepreneurship capabilities and support small businesses for women in rural and urban areas.
    Female managed micro-economies is an effective antidote to the chronic circles of poverty, ignorance and poor health that plagues most of the world’s poor women. They enhance the skills, self-confidence and capabilities of women. It allows them to contemplate higher goals than basic survival.  UNDP studies have even shown that where women control cash from such businesses it is more likely to be used in child survival and other human development  issues. Micro-credits and small enterprises can contribute to simultaneously achieve economic and social development goals. It deepens women’s participation in community life, make a fuller use of the national talent, strengthen the private sector, relief central government financial burden and promote gender equality. When more and more women engage in entrepreneurial activities they increase productivity and contributions to their local economies. They promote development with social stability, because the form of economic activity they spark is culturally acceptable, technologically realistic, environmentally prudent , and sensitive to preserving the traditional social adhesion and moral integrity of the society.  22
         There is the need   for governments  and the communities to recognize the unavoidable link between women’s rights , entrepreneurship and economic development.

b) Human Rights: Basis for female entrepreneurship

           Women naturally are entitled to the  enjoyment of all human rights, including the right to sustainable human development. Not only is the enjoyment of these rights an end in itself , but it is an essential ingredient in achieving the empowerment of the woman, social justice, and overall social and  economic development. Women’s equal access to resources and opportunities and equal treatment in economic and social life are, in turn, necessary for the full realisation of their human rights. Lack of equal  access to resources, rights,  and opportunities is a denial of rights, which result in the perpetuation of poverty for many women.  Therefore, ensuring women’s full enjoyment of their human rights is a crucial strategy for the empowerment of women and for overcoming the economic, political, and social disadvantages they continue to face. 23
       In recent years a new way of looking at the relationship between women’s rights and entrepreneurship has emerged . It is the rights-based approach to entrepreneurship. This approach is about  empowering the women by enabling them participate  in the process of  development and by enhancing the enabling environment for an equitable distribution.

             There is therefore the need to apply a gender perspective in the implementation of the rights to the entrepreneurial process. The full participation of women on the basis of equality in entrepreneurship is fundamental for economic growth, development and poverty alleviation.

A recognition of the complementary relationship between civil and political rights on the one hand, and economic social and cultural rights on the other, can strengthen and broaden the scope of poverty reduction strategies24.

     The  Conference on Financing and development 2002 capitalized on the  convergence between the new visioning on human rights and human economic development by ensuring the  meaningful participation of women and the incorporation of women’s perspectives. 25 Women’s right to development is a human right, and can not be undermined.


c) The Right to  Development as a Human Right For Women.

Women’s  right to development is a fundamental human right. A violation of this right will lead to a violation of all human rights.
          The success of women in an entrepreneurial activity in a global economy depends on the respect for human rights,  the right to education, the right to own property and access  credit, the right to security and information and the right to create and own business.

                   In 1986, the right to development was made explicit  in The Declaration on the  Right to  Development, adopted by General Assembly Resolution, 41/128 of 4/12/1986.   Article   1 states

  ‘The right to development is an inalienable human right by virtue of which  every human person…is entitled to participate in, and contribute to , and enjoy economic, social, cultural, and political development in which all human rights and fundamental freedoms can be fully realised26.
        The world conference on human rights held in Vienna in 1993, re- affirmed by consensus the right to development as a universal and inalienable right , and an integral part of fundamental human rights2.3
The Vienna Conference emphasizes the need for governments and the United Nations to ensure full and equal participation of women in political, social and economic life at the national, international levels ,  the indivisibility and equal priority of all rights, economic, social ,cultural and political and the eradication of all forms of discrimination based on sex . 27
        To protect women’s rights, the international community has created specific standards. Human Rights are enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of  various human rights covenants, treaties, declarations, regional charters , national institutions,  and laws.

        By way of contrast women do not enjoy these rights. Their gender roles have had an impact on their ability to access rights, resources, opportunities  and to be treated on equal basis with men. They face constraints, vulnerabilities which differ from those that affect men. They are disproportionately affected by poverty and social marginalisation, which result in deep patterns of inequality and disadvantage.    All these stem from deep rooted discriminatory traditional customs and  beliefs, which  influence and inhibit women’s full integration into the mainstream of development and their advancement in all fields of endeavour,   despite all these legislative efforts to protect the woman .28 One of the greatest setbacks has been reconciling the hangovers from crude moribund traditional practices and customs with the application of the doctrine of Human Rights.
       When the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women, (CEDAW) in 1979, it became the springboard that catapulted women’s rights into the rarefied atmosphere of human rights guaranteed to all  human beings by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and which affirms everyone’s entitlement to all rights and freedoms without distinction based on sex.

         But still women’s role as entrepreneurs in the  less developed countries are minimised. Their economic contribution is glossed over, their voices are silenced, gender inequalities persist and several economic opportunities are lost. In the world of big corporations they are invisible. In addition , they have to fight against sexual harassment, the fight which they mainly can not win, but are labelled as feminists and cry-babies, and their attempts at being ‘one of men’ cause further maltreatment.
          Koffi  Annnan’s  appeal to the international  community goes thus,

           ‘….we must at long last achieve a critical mass of women’s leaders for without 

                  more gender balanced and participatory governance and without more sharing

                  of resources and power, neither sustainable development ,nor long lasting

                  peace can hardly be achieved’.  29
             In other words national development can be sustainable when it advances the political, social , economic, and personal rights of men and women, there by tapping their full human and material assets and deepening their sense of national identity and commitment30.

.       If  female entrepreneurship goals are to be achieved, it is essential that governments uphold the principles of equal participation, non-discrimination and empowerment for women in the economic world., and extend human rights opportunities to women as they are traditionally excluded from the economic and political mainstream31. 

          The synergy between economic opportunity and individual rights is often extolled but rarely acted upon. With  governments commitment  during the 2002 Millennium Summit to reduce by half the proportion of people living in extreme poverty by 201532  this dream can become a reality if the women’s rights are being given priority. 
WOMEN INTO ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN CAMEROONIAN ECONOMY
             Cameroon a country found in the Sub-Saharan region of Africa has a  population of fifteen million inhabitants. Although the share of agriculture in the national output has seen major fluctuations over the last for decades, more than half of the working-age  population is still engaged in various agricultural activities. 
 Cameroon’s economy like all other economies possesses a  formal and informal sector. A predominant informal sector and a much smaller formal sector. In Cameroon , like in most African countries, the modern, or formal sector of the economy is at best capable of absorbing a small fraction of those who enter the labor market in ever-larger numbers. The formal sector is relatively small, and, for the time being, not necessarily a net creator of jobs. The predominance of her informal sector stems from the greater involvement of women in this sector, who happen to  constitute more than 50% of the country’s total population.  Cameroon’s informal sector is largely an urban phenomenon with a large agricultural sector dominating the rural areas.
The following data  presents the situation of female involvement in the formal and informal economy in Cameroon.
· Table  1;   Distribution of working population by sector and gender (%) 2004

	SECTOR
	MALE
	FEMALE

	FORMAL
	25.8
	8.1

	INFORMAL
	14.2
	91.3

	TOTAL
	100%
	100%


· Source: Institut Nationale de La Statistique (INS) (Enquête Camerounaise Auprès des Ménages) (ECAM)  Cellule de la planification des statistiques et de L’informatique. Ministry of Women’s Affairs  2004.
      Table 1 , shows a high participation rate of women  in the informal sector , 91.3% as opposed to 8.1% in the formal sector.
        The informal sector has the potential to create employment on a daily basis for women at all levels.  Micro enterprises have been seen as having particular advantages for women because of the flexibility, location, ease of entry and links with local markets34. More so attitudes and cultural norms constitute other powerful barriers to women’s entry into the formal sector.  Because a majority of the Cameroonian women are less educated, less skilled, and less mobile, they are predominantly found in the informal sector.
       Cameroon’s informal sector consist of micro and small incorporated private enterprises, involved in a broad variety of economic activities. Highly visible, the enterprises tend to be
overlooked in national statistics and to be otherwise unaffected by the prevailing framework of government regulation. As , a general rule, the units are  operating at low levels of technology, productivity and income. The women who dominate this sector are, more often than not, doing so in savoury conditions and at high levels of risk.33
 In the formal sector, women are involved in performing services in industries (large scale) owned by men, such as cashiers, managers, accountants, secretaries. In the past, these were domains traditionally allowed for men. But with the gradual change in mentality and development and the so much cry for gender equality, their participation rate has improved. Female participation rate in the formal sector experienced an increase of 2.7 %, that is from 5.4% in 1996, to 8.1% in 200435. It is hoped that in the near future there will be more women as industry owners in the formal sector.
            Although the informal sector is by no means a new phenomenon, the economic crisis, and its aftermath, have highlighted its role as a last, if not the only provider of work and income. Between 1990 and 1996, when Cameroon experienced an economic crisis, it brought about unfavourable conditions such as the devaluation of its currency, bankruptcy in the banking sector, redundancy in the public service etc. Ever since Cameroon embraced the International Monetary Fund (IMF)/WORLD BANK Structural Adjustment Programme, individual and collective contribution to family and  community welfare have been vital. The informal sector has been providing a means of survival both to those men and women displaced from the formal sector and to the women who primarily dominate the sector. These incidents brought untold hardship and poverty on the Cameroon population36
            In 1996, 53% of the Cameroon population was rated as poor37. By 2001 the figures had dropped to 40.2% (IMF 2003). There is also  the gender dimension of the state of poverty in Cameroon, where 52% of the poor are women38. Poverty in Cameroon is not only dynamic, but was on the rise39. 

             The published Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper40 presented  the following discrepancy of the  incidence of poverty in Cameroon as follows,
. 22% of the urban population are poor, as against 50% of the rural population.

. Farmers have a higher rate of  57%

. 54% of informal sector operators in rural areas are poor as against 40% in urban areas.                  

            The high rate of poverty has  forced women into entrepreneurial activities in the informal sector.  They engage in subsistence farming activities and low income generating activities, while the poor urban women operate  marginal enterprises in the informal sector. These women make an important contribution to economic and national development through the role they play in the process of production. as farmers, restaurant operators, hairdressers to name a few. As farmers,  they   have been able to contribute towards national food self-sufficiency .

They have, formed the link between zones of production and consumption centres. This has improved on the standard of living of rural masses, and increased food sufficiency nationwide. Female entrepreneurs in Cameroon have been able to support themselves and their families through income they generate from entrepreneurial activities. They  have equally promoted growth by providing revenue to the government41.  


   Table 2,  illustrates their participation in the different socio-economic group.
Table 2 :   Distribution of working  population by gender into socio-economic

                    Groups % 2004

	Socio-economic Group
	Male
	Female

	Formal Sector

-Public Formal Sector

-Cadres and managers of public Sector

-Other public service workers. Civil servants

-Private Formal Sector
-Cadres and manager of private sector

-Other private sector workers.
	25.8

4.2

5.5

6.5

9.6
	8.7

1.5

2.3

2.7

2.2

	Informal Sector

-Agricultural Informal Sector
   -Agricultural exploiters

   -Informal Agricultural Dependants

-Non- Agricultural Informal Sectors
    Managers of non agricultural informal sector 

    Workers of purely non agricultural jobs

    Wages earners of non-agric informal sector.
	74.2

48.4

37.1

11.2

25.9

1.1

12.6

12.2
	91.3

66.3

39.1

27.2

24.9

0.8

18.8

5.4


Source ;  Cellule de la Planification des Statistique et de L’informatique Ministère de Condition        Féminin du Cameroun 2004 
Characteristics of Cameroon Female Entrepreneurs

              A study 42 carried out  in 2003 by the Ministry of Women’s Affairs as it then was, in collaboration with the International Labour Organisation, to develop the entrepreneurial capacities and potentials of the female entrepreneurs has contributed to a better understanding of the dynamics and functioning of women entrepreneurs.


The study 43 revealed that female entrepreneurs in Cameroon function as farmers, hairs dressers, seamstresses, restaurant operators, second-hand cloth vendors, food and fruit vendors, food crop entrepreneurs locally known as “buy am- sellams”, telephone call box operators, provision store owners, restaurant operators to name a few .
             They carry out business just anywhere convenient to them and for the most part in unauthorised locations. They do not operate from spaces assigned by government municipality or private organizers of officially recognised market places. They operate in open spaces, housed in temporary or semi permanent structures.  At times in their residences or in front of their houses, along major roads, at motor parks and bus stops, in schools, offices and hospitals, and it is not registered.44  
       Cameroon female entrepreneurs are often not educated. Most of them are illiterates. Surprisingly , nowadays the high rate of unemployment in Cameroon has forced female high school and university graduates into entrepreneurship in the informal sector. 45 The informal sector sometimes act as a buffer for the cyclical trends in the  formal sector by providing a ‘dumping ground’ for retrenched labour and waiting station for jobs seekers46.
             Female entrepreneurs normally cut across all social status as they are either single, divorced, or widowed. 61% of them are married .They are the breadwinners of their families.  Most of them have more     than five(5) dependents to take care of. These are usually less than the age of  twenty-five.
            40 Years is the business age for female entrepreneurs in Cameroon. 61% of these women  range  between the ages of 40-60 years.47
          Most of the women lack experience in their businesses. On the question to know if there exists a relationship between the actual business activity and previous experience, 92% of them answered in the negative.     

        In a bid to circumvent the above shortcoming , Cameroon female entrepreneurs have grouped themselves into associations, cooperatives, groups and NGOs to carry out their businesses.

        They obtain finances to start off their businesses and to subsidize same from personal savings, group saving  ‘njangi’, loans, family support, and gifts.

         They seldom resort to regular work force .

         Their source of information include, radios, forums, seminars, internet and word of mouth. They carry out advertisement by way of mouth, leaflets, exhibitions, bill postings and through the media or radio.

Constraints on female entrepreneurs 

Despite the strategic role female entrepreneurs play in diversifying goods and services, they are confronted with a host of problems.
 They operate under difficult socio-cultural and economic environments.  The  obstacles that prevent women from participating more actively in the socio-economic life have less to do with the inadequacy or insufficiency of the legal measures than with the survival of internalised cultural models. Traditions are  transmitted from one generation to another, and with them come prejudices against women, gender differences, and discriminatory practices. The constraints to entrepreneurship faced by women in Cameroon begin at home. They have their basis in traditional gender roles and sexist attitudes that make it difficult for women to break from family responsibilities. Their entrepreneurial behaviour is deeply moulded by their family structure and social ties. The prevailing  norms encourage  women to choose jobs that allow for greater flexibility in number of hours worked and to pursue marginal entrepreneurship in the informal sector. The support or lack of support of their husbands or the males  influence their decision to enter  into entrepreneurship and on what scale.  48
The level of education of a majority of female entrepreneurs is very low. Most of Cameroon’s formal education and training system is diseased, particularly as a consequence of under-funding and lack of proper management. Learning  results at both primary and secondary level have been very poor and are jeopardizing human resources development. 52% of female entrepreneurs operating in the informal sector do not possess secondary education. Significant proportions of female pupils initially enrolled, never complete their primary education. 79% of them plunge into business without previous business experience. 49 A basic competency in literacy seems fundamental for conducting business. It also eases access to further training. .A no knowledge in management techniques, market structure, securing orders, techniques in registering businesses all go to crumble an economic activity..   The  combined impact of globalisation, changing patterns of trade and evolving technologies call for skills which women entrepreneurs in Cameroon do not have , as a majority of them lack the requisite level of education.  Most Cameroon female entrepreneurs do not have the habit of reading. They rely so much on headlines.

At times the lack of information does not result from lack of education. Radio which is the cheapest means of information can not be afforded by many women especially in the rural areas. Business information is  often circulated by word of mouth. Their mode of advertising is still very rudimentary. For  a majority, it is still by way of mouth. Safe for the few female entrepreneurs in the formal sector who are trying to employ advanced methods , such as televisions, internet etc.

 Lack of finance and limited banking facilities is a major constraint . 52 % of them have a founding capital of less than one million CFA  francs. 50  For some there are no savings at all to start off. Discriminatory cultural practices prevent a female from acquiring property. As a result they lack collaterals and securities to obtain loans. To start up their businesses they are left with no choice but to obtain money in the form of loans from money lenders and (tontines) at very high interest rates .

  Taxing policies in Cameroon frustrate  female entrepreneurial activities. The list of taxes range from council tax , patent, location tax to market tax, coupled with high transport cost.
 These women carry out businesses  in unauthorised locations. Life becomes unbearable for them when they are constantly being driven from roadsides and other similar locations by council authorities. In this rush, their goods get destroyed, some stolen and some seized by the authorities . This forces most of them out of business, and any eventual come back may be too difficult. They are easily traumatised and give up fast.
      The poor road infrastructure makes access to markets of agricultural products very difficult. Access is quite often impossible during the rainy season. This results in high prices and low turnovers. Accidents on such roads  have often resulted in loss of lives.

    Lack of security has been an obstacle for women entrepreneurs. Most of the female entrepreneurs involved in the sale of agricultural products commonly called the ‘buyam- sellams’, sleep in the markets. Some spend the greater part of their lives in the market with their young children, so as to make faster and better purchase at the early  hours of the morning. These children are equally open to risk Some have even given birth in the market. They have no insurance policy to cover them.
        In a recent meeting51 of an association of these female vendors ‘buy am - sell am’  Yaounde (ASBY), and the Minster of Commerce, these women exposed some of the problems they face from day to day: such as repeated acts of theft by bandits, rape, exposure to sexually transmitted diseases like AIDS, absence of a social insurance scheme, brutality exercised by the forces of law and order during tax recovery, absence of health facilities in market places, absence of parking spaces for their goods, and above all the absence of child care centres for their children who are not of schooling age.

      The lack of business information and commercial opportunities, extensive family responsibilities, poor management and lack of transparency all go to frustrate the  Cameroonian female entrepreneur..

       In the informal sector, anyone can engage in any business. For international trade special capacities are needed. Cameroon female entrepreneurs find it difficult to engage in export trade as a result of institutional, financial, and intellectual challenges she faces. They lack training which is required to acquire expertise  in issues on corporate management, financial  principles such as how to apply and negotiate loans etc. They lack information on market situations. There is the absence of sensitisation .The purpose of networking in strengthening associations and putting them in better bargaining position still remains a nightmare to most women. Information communication technology is a dream to come true to many. Unfortunately for them, it is one of the means to facilitate entry into the international market. Internet services are not very advanced in Cameroon. Such facilities are limited to the urban towns alone for now. 
Though many of these women have shown an inclination towards the development of a business spirit, unemployment generated by the economic crisis hits them harder than it hits the men. They face stiff competition from those laid off from public and private companies. This is true even in the female –dominated sectors, such as food crop production and the informal sector.
  Since policies and programmes are often designed by men, they tend to exclude the specific needs of women entrepreneurs as well as the obstacles they face in successfully running their businesses.
    As a result of all these constraints  the business activities of women in Cameroon tend to centre on subsistence and precarious revenue.
                        GOVERNMENT ROLE IN FEMALE ENTREPRENEURSHIP
      The government in partnership with other international bodies have been seeking ways and means of engendering policies and reforms that cut across these constraints. This will be examined in the areas of legal interventions, ministerial reorganisations and Cameroon’s open-door policy on female entrepreneurship, special programmes, and national policies.
a)   Legal interventions

            Transparency, rule of law, and well –defined property rights promote productive entrepreneurship in all times and at all places52.

          By virtue of  S . 65 of the Cameroon, Constitution of 1996  the preamble is part and parcel  of the constitution. In the preamble, the People of Cameroon affirm their attachment to the fundamental freedoms enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Charter of the United Nations and the African Charter on Human Rights and the Peoples’ Rights .  The principle of gender equality is guaranteed by the Constitution.

            Cameroon has a bi jural system, the Civil law system for the French Speaking region, and the Common Law system for the English speaking region.53
             Some isolated provisions of the Cameroon law marginalized women. It made it difficult for women to operate freely as entrepreneurs. The former position of the law was as follows;

  S.4 of the  Civil and Commercial Code54 gave the husband the right to object to his wife’s engagement in a trade, if he felt that such an activity was not in the interest of the family .. This particular provision is further strengthen by S .74(1)(2) of the Civil Status Ordinance which states that, in (1) that  a married woman may exercise a trade different from that of her husband ,but goes further in its section (2) to say that ,the husband may object to exercise of such a trade in the  interest of thee  marriage or their children..55 S 1421 of the Civil  Code states that the husband alone shall administer the joint estate of the family as head of the estate. He may mortgage same without the consent of the wife.

             But today, the constitution of Cameroon provides that duly approved or ratified treaties and international agreements shall, following their publication, override national laws56. Cameroon has ratified  The  Treaty  on the Harmonisation of Business Law in Africa (OHADA)57 .

               By virtue of some of  the provisions of this  law, a woman has the freehand to engage in any economic activity without the prior authorisation from the husband  and such a husband has no right to interfere in her  business activity.      

               Customs and traditions are some of the sources of our laws.  Most of  these   customs are archaic and discriminatory  against the woman. The constitution recognises and protects only  traditional values that  conform to democratic principles, human rights, and the law58. Equally customs and traditions which are repugnant to natural justice, equity, and good conscience do not have the force of law.

             Women  can now own land or landed property by virtue of the Law59  on Land Tenure System in Cameroon. The law equally allows any person of Cameroonian nationality to apply for a land certificate. 60 Women can use such assets as collaterals to secure loans from banks,  to either subsidize their business or to start off.    Ownership means the right guaranteed every person by law to use, enjoy, and dispose of property. 

             The state of Cameroon has made primary education free and compulsory for all. The organisation and supervision of education at all levels is the duty of the state.

           The  1990  Freedom   laws of Cameroon,61 allows   every  Cameroonian   to undertake  any

  form of commercial  activity,  to form associations be it business or social  and to create common 

initiative groups  subject to the observance of the laws and regulations in force. Women are free to  form business organisations , NGOs or groups  or belong to any.
            Between  1992-2001, 66% of female business organisations were formed.  A renowned Association  for the Support to Women Entrepreneurs( ASAFE) was created. It is a non-profit NGO whose primary objective is the promotion and development of entrepreneurship  among Cameroonian women. It focuses on small –medium sized enterprises and small scale production initiatives owned or managed by women. Most of ASAFE’s members are women entrepreneurs who head companies that employ less than ten employees and focus on agricultural products, textiles, arts and commerce. Most of them are involved in export trade. ASAFE proceeds from the assumption that electronic commerce will reduce the cost of transactions .
             Female organisations of this nature have been able to form networks with other business associations  on the continent, thus creating a forum for women to share their experiences. These recognised associations are now systematically invited to International Trade Centre (ITC)’s seminars, a step that has substantially improved the ratio of women at those export training seminars.
              The law on copyright and neighbouring rights is aimed at the protection of the innumerable crafts owned by women and men and artists who often do not know how to protect themselves from unscrupulous imitators of their creations. This has been the best tool for creating and maintaining exclusivity in the market. The opening of Organisation Africaine de la Propriete Intellectuelle ( OAPI) , in her capital city of Yaounde, makes it possible for artisans, artists, to be informed on why, where, when and how they should consider using Intellectual Property to market more successfully their creation in other countries.  Some few female entrepreneurs have actually explored these  services to protect their creations.                 

  
The government supports legal associations like Cameroon Association of Female Jurists (CAFEJ) and International Association of Female Jurists (FIDA) who have taken upon themselves to sensitise women on their legal rights in  the domain of economy. They do not act in a vacuum. They are a support service. Their activities are public. They carry out sensitisations programs on the rights of women.
b)    Cameroon’s Open –Door Policy on Female  Entrepreneurship
i. Cameroon- Canada Partnership
           
One of the giant moves by the Cameroon government in advancing female entrepreneurship has been in the domain of finance. In 1991 the Canadian government in partnership with Cameroon put in place the Canadian initiative of a micro-project for women, the  Micro Projects Productifs en Favour des Femmes (MPPF) Project  .62 The project had as objective to reduce poverty and ameliorate the socio-economic condition of women by enhancing the development of their economic activities by means of access to credit. The project is a veritable breakthrough in reinforcing and developing the capacities and potentials of the Cameroon female entrepreneur. In 1997, Canadian Agency, ACDI (Agence Canadienne de Développement Internationale) again intervened in the micro-finance sector. In an effort to facilitate access to credit,  the Cooperative d’Epargne et de Crédit des Promotrices (CEC-PROM) was created within the MPPF Project in the towns of Yaounde, Douala and Sa’a of Cameroon, to permit women entrepreneurs to assume their economic role and re-in force their entrepreneurial qualities, at the same time making provision for external loans services such as. Canadian loans, as well as long term loans, all in a bid to advance female entrepreneurial activities in Cameroon.
The table below reveals the successes of this CEC-PROM initiative between  September 1997 and   December 2002.
 
Table 3 :  Achievements of CEC-PROM by December 2002.

	CEC-PROM

	LOCALITY
	YAOUNDE
	DOUALA
	SA’A

	Beginning of Activities


	Sept 1997
	Sept 1997
	April 1999

	Incomes 2002 (in  $ CAN)


	745 000 $
	613 000 $
	164 000 $

	No of Partners 

at the start of the project 

In 31/12/2002
	65

3158
	165

2674
	175

819

	Total no of loans awarded by 31/12/2002

Total awarded (in  $ CAN) 
	2603

9 million $
	1519

7 million $
	843

1.5 million $

	Deposits (in  $ CAN) 

At start of project 

By 31/12/2002
	67 000 $

1.3 million $
	35 000 $

1.7 million $
	9 000 $

0.3 million $

	Canadian Fund loans
	1.7 million $
	1.3 million $
	0.7 million $


Source: 
Bilan d’une expérience de développement d’institution financières Coopérative pour les Femmes au Cameroun.    (Oxfam Quebec).

   Table 3  shows an increase in access to credit by women between 1997 and the year 2002. The government’s action is in line with the Beijing Platform (e.g strategic objective A.3) and The Copenhagen Programme (paragraph 51(b) which stresses the importance of access to financial resources as a means to assist women succeed in business.

               All over Cameroon now female entrepreneurs carry out their financial transactions with credit unions which cater for their financial needs.                    
ii. Cameroon- African Development Bank Cooperation
          Cameroon is one of those countries on the African continent that has embraced the Plan of Action of the African Development Bank. The Plan of Action is articulated  into  four axis:  raising awareness among stakeholders and mobilizing key players in the field of African Women Entrepreneurs (AWE) promotion; reinforce business support provision by promoting capacity building and networking among businesswomen associations; develop concrete forms of support to enterprise education and entrepreneurial development; design specific programs aimed at providing tailored financial and technical support to the development of women entrepreneurs in Africa.  63
            Cameroon works hand in hand with the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and the African Development Bank( ADB). Both the ILO and ADB share the vision of women entrepreneurs to contributing employment creation, poverty reduction, and sustainable development. They have built a strong partnership and identified ways of supporting women to start and grow their own enterprises.
             ADB’s first Pan African Conference on ‘ Promoting  the development of African Women in Business for Economic and Social Leadership’ was held in  April 2005, in Cameroon. Female entrepreneurs from all over the African continent were represented at this conference. It gave them an opportunity to exchange experiences, challenge the  existing mind set about women in business and discussed implications for donor institutions.

iii. Cameroon- NEPAD- AGOA- Initiative
              In reinforcing this positive outlook,  Cameroon amongst other African countries adopted the New Partnership for African Development(NEPAD).  Both NEPAD and ADB’s Strategic plan hold complementary roles vis-à-vis their commitment to gender and women empowerment issues: whereas one of the long term objectives of NEPAD is to promote the role of women in all activities. Gender is singled out in the Bank’s strategic plan as one of the cross cutting issues that permeate all aspects of the  development effort.  In the light of NEPAD’s objectives, it is necessary that the woman entrepreneur enjoy adequate intellectual and material comfort to be able to generate wealth but also ensure sustainable development.  64
                Cameroon government embraced the American Growth Opportunity Act (AGOA), as a forum where female Cameroonian entrepreneurs can use to  make their products  more marketable and competitive in the world market. This has been successful in the textile industry. 
iv. Cameroon- RASEF  Ties
                On the African continent , there is Reseau Africaine pour le Soutien a I’Entreprenariat Feminin (RASEF) International, of which Cameroon is a member.  It comprises African national bodies with membership drawn from  female business associations, NGOs ,working for  women’s economic and social development in the formal and informal sector and focusing on women’s socio-economic integration within the national, regional, continental and global environment. Its specific goals include: the revitalisation of intra-African trade to promote bilateral cooperation; development of local products in support of  access to the international market; the supervision of rural women; the initiation of young women into business management, communication, and marketing; the establishment of financing structures (solidarity and  guarantee funds); the supervision of women in the informal sector to enable them move to the formal sector.; environmental protection; and liaison with similar networks and international trade organisations.  65
c)  Government ‘s ministerial  reorganization     
The government has created structures for female entrepreneurs to exploit in advancing their objectives.            

             As recent as 2004, the Cameroon government created a new ministry, the Ministry of Small and Medium Sized Enterprises, Social Development and Handicraft(MINPMEESA). The ministry has a rich action programme which the government envisages may turn out to be one of the best weapons to fight poverty in Cameroon. The 2005 action plan for MINPMEESA has numerous projects to be realised, female entrepreneurship being one of its top priorities, an inventory of small medium sized enterprises in the informal sector, creation of a management centre, studies on the creation of credit guarantee institution.  66  

The UN agencies have been breaking new ground at the level of practical projects to assist women entrepreneurs at policy level. In Cameroon, the Resident Coordinator of the UN system, Patricia de Mowbray, appreciating the extensive action plan prepared by MINPMEESA declared the Organisation’s joint initiative to support in the area of female entrepreneurial activities. 

             The creation of the Ministry for the Promotion of women and the Family, promotes the socio-economic development of women through projects and programmes. 

                   All these ministries are potential partners for the female entrepreneur and constitute an asset which can not be neglected, and whose vitality can not be over-emphasised.
              International, national and regional exhibitions and shows have been taking place from time to time to encourage female entrepreneurs. Inter country business forums are being organised. For example between Cameroon and Canada.

d) Special Programmes
             -Information  Communication Technology ( ICTs) 
 Information technology has proven especially useful in showing women a way out of the cultural cul- de- sac they so often find themselves in.  The government has launched a programme to give information and communication technology (ICT)  training to women called ‘ Operation 100000 women by 2012’.  An initiative launched in conjunction with the Yaounde based African Institute for Computer Science. To date, 980 women have graduated from the programme.

    Another ICT initiative, the Cisco Programme is the result of a partnership between the UNDP, USAID and the Cameroon government .Here scholarships are awarded.  Both the ‘Cisco Programme’ and the ‘Operation 100000’ accept women of all ages who know how to read and write. 
             -International Trade Centre  (ITC)

                In Cameroon, ITC is nearing  the conclusion of its pilot project on helping women entrepreneurs tap into business opportunities.
                The Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCI) is a structure of UNTACD. Its goal is to facilitate trade to industrialised  countries in order to lift  trade barriers. Its priority area is female entrepreneurs. The CCI carried  out a programme, ‘Train the Trainer Course’ to improve trade opportunities for women in Cameroon. This involved the training of  teachers in business management, to train female entrepreneurs in the field of corporate management, management skills, and skills in the optimum use of ICTs. 80 women have been trained  to be more competitive in handicrafts, textiles and clothing, agro-business and services. They benefited from training, awareness-building and especially national and regional networking opportunities.
                 CCI is also carrying out the Access Programme a training on export activities. Considering the fact that special capacities are needed for international trade, CCI in conjunction with the Trade Development Bureau of Canada has engaged in this programme to assist female entrepreneurs in external trade.  67
   e)  International Conventions and Treaties

         Cameron has ratified International  conventions dealing with the rights of women such as Convention  on the Elimination of all Forms  of Discrimination Against Women, (CEDAW). Cameroon adopted  the Beijing Declaration and the plat form for action which was in essence an agenda for women’s empowerment.
f)  National Policies
8th of March is observed in Cameroon as Women’s Day. Commemorating activities to mark this day carry programmes which sensitise women on their economic roles in society, how they can overcome barriers to economic empowerment.
CONCLUSION. 

In as much as I applaud the efforts of the government  of Cameroon and the catalytic role played by the ADB, ILO, UN and other bodies in advancing female entrepreneurship in Cameroon, to ensure full success, women’s participation is the key.

               The study68 identified a very important constraint, the women themselves.  They do not appreciate their potentialities. They will hardly evaluate the results of their projects, and analyse the opportunities they have. They are reluctant to carry out feasibility studies of their business strategy , mobilise their resources, and start off a business plan. They do not want to take risk. They lack a good mastery of the economic sector. Most of them are too dependent on their husbands. They tend to accept their traditional position of housewives. They remain a pool of untapped resources.69
              At times I used to blame my society in which women finds themselves as target of criticism when they take a challenge in business and fail, instead of been praised.

But, we are now living in an era where gender barriers and boundaries are gradually dissipating, articulating women’s  experiences at the cross-roads of class, gender, sex, race. Women are gradually being freed from culture-bound restrictions and obsolete, archaic, moribund traditional practices. Women across the nations of the world are now standing at the verge of hope, possibility and liberty and freedom. Condolezza Rice, former Foreign Policy adviser to President George Bush said the future belongs to liberty;  fuelled by markets and trade, protected by the rule of law, propelled by the fundamental human rights of the individual.
           Women should learn to pave the way of their own destiny, and adopt a holistic view development. And continue to move as agencies nurturing development. By so doing they will endogenously promote development.  An endogenous development in which women are given an opportunity and the means to achieve the full measure of their potential..
            Women should  take their own destiny into their hands and forge ahead. Women dictate the quality of life of a nation. If their businesses are well managed, the future of their kids will be assured. Educated children will look out for opportunity -based jobs in the formal sector and not necessity- based jobs in the informal sector.

A vital principle in the design of policies regarding female entrepreneurship is that of policy coordination. This presupposes that  policy in any area of government activity is to be coordinated with the goal of promoting female entrepreneurship, and that policies promoting female entrepreneurship should be coordinated with the other goals of government policy. The design  of policy in certain areas should consider the effects of such policy in other areas. A policy that reduces barriers to women in the independent  labour market  is likely to benefit female workers and the overall economy. The goal of promoting female entrepreneurship must  be weighed against other ends of policy. For example a program to require large employers to provide childcare facilities might encourage women to choose dependent work in large enterprise over founding a new venture. Such a policy might produce an undesirable decline in female entrepreneurship. Governments should be cautious on how they adopt policies.70
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