MILLENNIUM PROGRESS FOR THE WORLD’S WOMEN?

Although women’s empowerment and gender equality was included in the Millennium Development Goals in 2000, there is a long way to go in achieving real progress towards this goal.

By Noeleen Heyzer

Governments’ commitments to women’s rights and gender equality, agreed in numerous global forums and in the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, were reaffirmed by the world’s nations at the Millennium Summit and incorporated into its Millennium Development Goals in 2000. The Millennium Declaration asserts that gender equality is not only a goal in its own right, but is critical to attaining all of the development goals. It resolves ‘to promote gender equality and the empowerment of women as effective ways to combat poverty, hunger and disease and to stimulate development that is truly sustainable’.

Any assessment of progress towards gender equality requires an understanding of the major factors that currently shape our world – with critical consequences for women’s lives: economic globalisation; national fragmentation and/or conflict; and what I will call problems without borders. The financial crises in Asia and Latin America and WTO negotiations have highlighted the inequalities that attend globalisation. While many women have benefited from new opportunities, others have experienced new or deepening inequality, as globalisation has failed to generate secure employment and has shifted their work to the informal and casual sectors.

A parallel process of fragmentation along ethnic, language and religious lines is evident in the unprecedented numbers of intra-state conflicts. Gender-based violence, including rape, forced pregnancy and deliberate infection with HIV, has become a horrifying feature of conflict.  Over 250,000 women were systematically raped during the 

1994 genocide in Rwanda, as just one example. Refugee and displaced women, who number hundreds of thousands, are particularly vulnerable to sexual exploitation and abuse.

Accompanying these trends is a rise in problems that know no borders, including global criminal networks, trafficking in women and children, drugs and arms trades, and HIV/AIDS, a disease that increasingly affects women and is decimating families and communities.

Against this background, including women’s empowerment and gender equality as one of the eight Millennium Development Goals represents a new opportunity to hold governments accountable for their commitments to women. It also signals a new determination to collect the gender-specific data needed to monitor implementation of these commitments.

On three dimensions selected to measure progress towards this goal – educational enrolment, paid employment and political representation – progress is uneven. Based on internationally compatible data, only seven countries, all in Europe, achieved target levels on all three indicators, while three more, all in the developing world, are very close. The biggest deficits for women in education and non-agricultural wage employment tend to be in the poorest countries, while women’s share of parliamentary seats – which depends less on economic strength than on political will – is highest where affirmative measures such as quotas exist.

Barriers to women’s employment outside the home have lessened significantly since 1990, with women comprising nearly half the paid labour force in many countries. But labour markets remain strongly segregated: women are overwhelmingly confined to ‘female jobs’ with low status – often insecure, unsafe and poorly paid – and are typically paid 20-30% less than men, even for similar work. 

Women also have suffered disproportionately from the global economic slowdown in terms of job losses, more precarious forms of employment, and lower wages. And women remain the majority of the world’s poor.

Balancing work with family/community responsibilities is increasingly difficult, especially in HIV/AIDS-affected areas. Care for the ill and dying typically falls to women who do most of the unpaid household work, leaving little time for farming or food preparation and threatening family food security in many countries. The impact on women is particularly acute in conflict and post-conflict situations, as health and legal systems crumble and economic disruption forces women to trade sex for money, food or shelter.

Women are still largely absent from parliament, comprising an average 14% of members in 2002. Only 11 countries, all of which have adopted quotas, had achieved the 30% target. Interestingly, women’s representation in many developing countries exceeds that of some rich countries.

Finally, gender equality depends upon ending violence against women. While laws prohiting domestic violence now exist or are being drafted in nearly 60 countries, this remains one of the most pervasive human rights violations worldwide. In 2002, a WHO study found that about one in three women can expect to be beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused in her lifetime.

This record signals an urgent need for greater commitment and resources by the entire international community. Progress on the goal of gender equality and women’s empowerment is essential to meeting all the other goals. – Third World Network Features No. 2514/03, June 2003
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