Inheritance Rights for Tanzanian Widows
Widowhood and Inheritance in Tanzania: Improving Older Women’s Rights
The Problem

Many older women in Tanzania, as in many countries in Africa, have experienced years of poverty and struggle and the traditional standing of older women and men in the community, largely based on age and wisdom, is being eroded with the continual need which many people in society face to make ends meet
. The situation of older women is further exacerbated by traditional customary practices that may remove their right to inherit, their lack of knowledge of their legal rights and of where to get information, and the burden of caring for orphaned grandchildren as a result of the HIV AIDS pandemic. As a result, widowhood and inheritance is a critical issue for women in Tanzania.  

Tanzania remains one of the poorest countries in the world and 50% of the population lives below the locally defined poverty line. Poverty is worst in rural areas although not restricted to these areas alone. Poorer older people in Tanzania show the same characteristics as poorer people in general, which include low incomes and livelihood security, poor health and limited access to healthcare services, limited access to education, marginalisation and social exclusion
.  In such situations and as a result of their already fragile ability to take care of their daily needs, older people can become vulnerable to personal attack, recrimination and abuse in times of hardship.

These characteristics are particularly marked in the case of older women. Older women are more likely to outlive their husbands yet less likely to re-marry after the death of their spouse
. Widowhood often brings about profound change to the status, stability and security of women. Widespread practice in Tanzania is that women under traditional customary law are often denied their rights to commonly held property when their husbands die. In rural areas this usually happens because the husband and wife live within the husband’s clan and the widow is not viewed as being of that clan. As a result the wife may loose the right to stay in the house she has regarded as home for many years and she may loose the right to farm the land where she has grown food for the family.  However, there are many disputes concerning inheritance arising in urban areas as well. When their husbands die, older women are often vulnerable: uninformed of their legal rights and of legal procedures, and unable to identify sources of information and support during this time. 

At the National Workshop on Ageing held in Dar es Salaam in December 2000 representatives of older people’s groups voiced that they feel dis-empowered—unaware of their rights yet aware they are often neglected, sometimes abused, and in a weak position to advocate for change.  HAI-led workshops in Dodoma (February 2001) and Songea (March 2001) brought out similar feelings, with older people noting that for women the critical issues are lack of control of resources, pending inheritance issues, and the interpretation of women’s rights within village and community decision-making structures.  Women in urban centres have noted similar feelings of isolation, particularly at the point of widowhood. They can feel unsure how to cope with changing family circumstances, have little means to earn a livelihood, are unsure what their rights are in terms of inheritance issues, and unclear how to seek advice and guidance.  In many cases the people most near to the older women, their family members and other relatives may not recognise inheritance as a rights issue and may not support the need for legal advice. As a result a sense of isolation and helplessness can set in. 

In order to try and address some of the issues raised above, HelpAge International has run civic education components within community–based project work in Tanzania for a number of years. Under the Sawata Karagwe Older People’s Programme (SKOPP) 1996-2000, a civic education component was devised based on village level paralegal support.  The model has been utilised again in the Sukumaland Older Women’s Programme (SOWP) in Magu District 2000-2004, whereby paralegal advisers who are older people themselves from within the community are being trained at village level to provide support and advice to other older people. Older people seek support on a number of legal issues, and experience from Karagwe and Magu indicates that the most common issues arising amongst older women are inheritance; family disputes; and ownership and access to land. 

Studies in Africa to-date have tended to focus on a gender-based analysis on widowhood and inheritance rather than an age-specific approach. Indeed it is the combination of the impact of old age and widowhood which is at the core of the planned work. There is recognition of the need to broaden yet at the same time focus our understanding of the complexity of the issues behind older women’s need for, and access to, legal support on the critical issue of inheritance.

The Project

The overall goal of this project is to create an enabling society that acknowledges and acts upon the rights of older women with regard to widowhood and inheritance, wherein older women can identify and use sources of support and guidance. More specifically, the project seeks to increase knowledge and understanding of the implications of widowhood and inheritance for older women in Tanzania. It aims to enable older women to be better informed of their rights with regard to inheritance issues and be able to identify sources of support and information. 

These aims will be addressed through the implementation of practical civic education based on paralegal work in both rural and urban communities. The project draws on the skills of identified older women and men in the community who will be trained as paralegal advisers.  These advisers will provide guidance and support to older women seeking advice on issues of inheritance and other rights-based issues affecting them. 
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