TAKE ACTION - February 2008
EN ROUTE TO EQUALITY?

Achieving gender equality and the empowerment of women

“Until there is gender equality, there can be no sustainable development. It is impossible to
realise our goals while discriminating against half the human race”.

Kofi Annan. Former UN Secretary General. 2007

mAKE ACTION: This month we will write to the media to draw their attention to the huge gender\

In your letters you should:

inequalities that continue to exist throughout the world. We will also explain how these
inequalities impede global efforts at alleviating poverty and promoting development.

1. Outline the scale of the problem and impress upon them the urgency with which it must be

tackled
2. Highlight the inextricable link that exists between gender equality and poverty, showing that
sustainable development is not possible without the true empowerment of women
K 3. Invite others who share vour view to the next conference call meetina (March 4™ /

Background

Gender inequality remains deeply rooted and
entrenched in societal structures, attitudes and
norms. It continues to impede development and
traps women in an almost inescapable cycle of
poverty and deprivation. Women across the world
face persistent discrimination in their everyday lives,
discrimination that often constitutes a denial of their
most basic human rights.

Approximately 70% of the 1.3 billion people who live
in extreme poverty worldwide are thought to be
women and girls, showing the disproportionate
burden of poverty that women are forced to bear.
Extensive studies have shown that in no region of
the world are women equal to men in legal, social or
economic rights.

Progress has undoubtedly been made in the pursuit
of global gender equality, as evidenced in lower
mortality rates, higher life expectancy and reduced
gender gaps in primary education. Despite these
welcome advances overall progress remains
uneven and agonisingly slow. It is clear that much,
much more remains to be done if the aspiration of
gender equality is to be realised.

Why gender equality matters

Gender equality is a goal in its own right but it is
also a crucial factor in achieving other development
objectives, including the eight Millennium
Development Goals (MDG’s), protecting the
environment, achieving sustainable development
and enabling universal access to health care and

education. Because the MDGs are mutually
reinforcing, progress towards one goal affects
progress towards the others. Success in many of
the goals will have a positive impact on gender
equality, just as progress towards gender equality
will help further other goals.

Tackling gender inequality in access to services and
resources is proven to increase women’s
productivity and reduce hunger and poverty.
Economically empowered women play a more
active role in household decision-making, with
greater bargaining power to increase spending on
education and health. Educated girls and women
have better opportunities for entrepreneurship and
to earn higher wages, lifting themselves and their
families out of poverty.

Women with some formal education are also more
likely to delay marriage and childbirth, ensure that
their children are immunised and be better informed
about their own and their children’s nutritional
requirements. As a result their children have higher
survival rates and tend to be healthier and better
nourished. They also tend to be better informed
about the risk of HIV, meaning they are more likely
— and better able to negotiate safer sex.

Important as it is for women’s well-being and the
development of societies, education alone is
insufficient to eliminate the wide range of gender
inequalities found in many societies. Education may
be an important precondition to women’s
empowerment, but it does not guarantee it. For a
woman to be truly empowered she must be afforded



the same rights as men. She must have access to
the same economic opportunities, be fairly
represented in decision making bodies, including
national parliaments and quite crucially she must be
free from the threat of violence and coercion. Only
when such conditions are met will the dream of true
gender equality ever become a reality.

What is the international community doing to
tackle gender inequality?

In recent decades, the goal of creating gender
equality has steadily moved up the international
agenda.

The ratification of the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEAFDW) by 184 countries by September 2006,
plus several world conferences on women prior to
this demonstrate a growing consensus that gender
inequalities should be tackled at an international as
well as at a national level.

The 3rd MDG explicitly deals with the issue, calling
for the promotion of gender equality and the
empowerment of women. Indicators linked to this
goal focus on eliminating gender disparity in primary
and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and
to all levels of education no later than 2015. Other
indicators track progress in a number of key areas
including political participation, employment and
literacy.

To complement and expand upon the 3rd MDG, the
Millennium Project (commissioned by the UN
Secretary General and supported by the UN
development group) established a task force to look
at ways that the international community could
speed up progress towards gender equality. The
task force identified seven key strategic priorities

1. Strengthen opportunities for post primary
education for girls while meeting commitments
to universal primary education.

2. Guarantee sexual and reproductive health and
rights.

3. Invest in infrastructure to reduce women’s and
girls’ time burdens.

4. Guarantee women’s and girls’ property and
inheritance rights.

5. Eliminate gender inequality in employment by
decreasing women’s reliance on informal
employment, closing gender gaps in earnings,
and reducing operational segregation.

6. Increase women’s share of seats in national
parliaments and local government bodies.

7. Combat violence against girls and women.

What the UK government is doing

In September 2000, DFID published Poverty
Elimination and the Empowerment of Women, which
formally set out the UK’s strategy for tackling gender
inequalities and promoting the empowerment of
women worldwide. This strategy called for issues of
gender equality to be made a priority in all areas of
DFIDs work. Furthermore it stressed the need to
work with partner governments across the
developing world to support and encourage such
nations in their efforts to integrate gender equality
into their own national plans.

DFID’s latest White Paper, ‘Eliminating World
Poverty: making governance work for the poor
(2006), committed DFID to giving greater priority to
work in support of gender equality and women’s
rights. A year later DFID launched a new Gender
Equality Action Plan which outlined the methods by
which they could meet their commitments to further
integrate gender equality into the mainstream of
their work.

DFID has also recognised the need for a holistic
approach to gender equality and supports a wide
range of work, including in the areas of education,
maternal health, economic empowerment and
conflict and security. They also support and make
important financial contributions to women’s
empowerment research, an area that is too often
overlooked or neglected.

Summary

Achieving the MDGs and other internationally
recognised development objectives will not be
possible unless the enormous disparity between
men and women is overcome once and for all.
Gender equality could well be the ‘silver bullet’ for
development. By empowering women we will help
realise the full potential of mankind, lifting millions
out of poverty and giving hope and opportunity to
those who have been denied it for so long.

The UK has an important role to play in ensuring
that this happens. We can take comfort in the fact
that the UK has recognised the importance of
gender equality but we can not afford to become
complacent. The UK must translate its words into
deeds and it our responsibility, as concerned
citizens, to ensure that this happens.
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