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Endeavouring to project positive i mage of rural wonen

Azr ani Rustam

WHEN t he neeting of the Regional Steering Committee on the Econom c
Advancenent of Rural and Island Wnmen ended on Thursday, the overriding
message that cane through was that change is on the way.

These are inportant changes not only to the soci o-econom ¢ status of
worren but al so to the perception of wonmen's role in society.

Since its inception at the Fourth Wbrld Conference on Wnmen in Beijing
in 1995, the committee has been working towards alleviating poverty anong
the less fortunate rural wonmen in the region, by fornulating and pronoting
strategi es to eradi cate poverty.

This follows the increased realisation worldw de, since the Genera
Sunmit on Rural Wonen held in Geneva in 1992, of the need to devel op nore
effective policies and strategies to i mprove the living standards of
worren.

The Geneva Decl aration was signed, outlining proposals to inprove the
lives of rural wonen.

And the regional steering conmttee was established to ensure the
i mpl ement ati on and advocati on of the Geneva Decl aration at the Asia-
Pacific |evel.

It is estimated that 70 per cent of the world's poorest 1.3 billion
popul ati on are wonen.

What is of greater concern is that the nunber of rural wonen living in
poverty in the devel oping world has increased by al nost 50 per cent in the
past 20 years to nore than 500 million.

Wiy is this so?

The "fem nisation" of poverty has been di scussed at | ength by
soci ol ogi sts and economi sts worl dw de.

In his book The Origins of the Fanmily, Private Property and the State,
Friedrich Engels attributed the fem nisation of poverty to the gender
inequalities that existed in the devel opnental stages of society.

According to Engels, wonen were not subordinate to men in primtive
soci eties al though there was a division of |abour by sex.

This was because the prinmtive econonic activities and pol ygamous famly
unit did not call for a systematic structure of property inheritance since
there was no concept of private property.

He notes that at some point in history when ani mals were donesti cated
and herded, the concept of private property energed and it was then that
men gai ned the responsibility for owning and controlling |ivestock and
were unwilling to allowthis inmportant property to be passed down the
femal e |ine.

In a sense, nmen overthrew the domi nance of the ferale line.

In Engels' words, "the man seized the reins in the house al so, the wonman
was degraded, enthralled, the slave of the man's lust, a nere instrunent
for breeding children."

And t hi ngs have not changed nuch since then. The inaccessibility to
credit, lack of education and training, |laws and social nores in sone
States which prevent wonen fromowning | and, and nal e domi nance in the
fam |y have perpetuated the probl em

At the Kual a Lunmpur neeting, the RSC-AP nenbers came to a consensus that
to tackle these issues, the initial step is to empower wonen with
fi nanci al backing, hence the enphasis on micro-credit.

What this formof financing does is to provide poor wonen with access to



credit in the formof soft |oans payabl e weekly or nonthly.

This will serve as capital for the wonen to venture into economic
activities which will carry themout of poverty.

Nei | Buhne, the United Nations Devel opnent Programme's regi onal
representative for Ml aysia, Singapore and Brunei Darussalamnoted in his
paper presented at the neeting that:

"Mcro-credit puts themin a better position to overcone other barriers,
or to take advantage of opportunities provided by better governnent
provi sions of education, health and econom c services.

"It gives themthe potential to hel p other poor wonen."

The successes of micro-credit programes such as G aneen Bank in
Bangl adesh and Amanah | khtiar Ml aysia serve as nodels for the devel opnent
of mcro-finance institutions in the region.

Since its establishment in 1991, AlMhas assisted 47,783 rural wonen in
Kel ant an, Kedah and Terengganu t hrough its SAHABAT group conpri si ng
nmenbers of the sane sex and backgrounds.

The success of AlMhas not only been to enmpower rural Ml aysi an wonen
financially, but with a 99 per cent repaynent rate, it has al so proved
that the poor, especially wonen, are credit-worthy.

And this is not nerely an isol ated success. G aneen Bank boasts a
repaynment rate of 98 per cent and 94 per cent of its 2.2 mllion borrowers
are womnen.

So the way forward for RSC-AP is to utilise the mcro-credit system Yet
it wwll not be an easy task to set up MFls in nenber states where
financial institutions may still be sceptical of the concept.

The nost inportant decision made at the RSC-AP neeting was to agree on
the establishnent of a revolving trust fund which was proposed by Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad when openi ng the neeting.

The trust fund will enable nmenmber states to pooltheir resources together
to finance micro-credit initiatives at national and regional |evel.

Yet, nost of the financing will still need to be raised fromthe private
sector.

RSC- AP, bei ng a non-governmental organi sation, plays a conplenentary
role to national efforts, and is largely a private initiative backed by
nati onal governnents.

Associ ate Prof essor Sukor Kasi mof the Policy Research Centre,

Uni versiti Sains Ml aysia said:

"CGovernments can create the atnosphere where private institutions would
feel confortable with contributing to and co-operating with MFIs. "

Thus the main focus now for RSC-AP woul d be to change the perception
that society has of the credit-worthiness of poor wonen.

More than anything, the neeting has endeavoured to project rural wonen's
image in a positive light, not only to get poverty eradi cati on progranmes
goi ng, but nore inportantly, to bring back their dignity and respect.
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