27/ 09/ 2000
Renovi ng gender obstacl es

Carol yn Hong

KUALA LUMPUR, Tues. - Cender-sensitive policies to bring nore wonmen into
econom c activities will be given top priority, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad sai d t oday.

He said Mal aysia had al ready taken steps to renove gender obstacl es and
cited as exanple the success of its mcro-credit institution, Amanah
I khtiar Malaysia, with a RM00 million allocation to I end to rural wonen.

The Governnent has al so allocated RVbO million for smart partnership
projects for women w th non-governnental organisations representing wonen.

"Further efforts nust be undertaken to ensure gender nainstream ng, of
whi ch gender budgeting will be our top priority," he said at the second
nmeeting of the regional steering committee for the advancenent of rura
and i sl and wormen Asia Pacific (RSP-AP).

Datuk Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali, wife of the Prinme Mnister, chairs
the conmittee which conprises wives of heads of State or governnent.

Dr Mahat hir said gender-sensitive policies to include wonen in econonic
activities and to reduce poverty would ultimately hel p the Governnent by
i ncreasi ng econoni ¢ growt h.

CGod had ordained different attributes to men and wonmen to conpl enent
each other, to performduties equitably, in fairness and justice, he said.

"Unfortunately, wonmen get discrimnated agai nst because of the
di f f erences.

"To be different does not nean to be unequal; yet, wonen get unequa
treatnent because they are different fromnen."

It is unfortunate that the traditional mindset towards wonen's perceived
capability has overriden | ogic, know edge and observati on of wonen's
actual capabilities and conpetencies.

Sensitivity awareness training should be a top priority of all nenber
countries as insensitivity of the Governnent and soci ety had prevented
equality and contributed to the "fem nisation of poverty"

Dr Mahathir said rural wonen played a vital role in poverty alleviation
and had been the key target of poverty eradication progranmes, as evident
by the increase in mcro-credit institutions in the region.

After the 1997 micro-credit sunmit, the nunber of families being reached
by 1,965 institutions rose to 14 mllion fromeight mllion in 1997.

There are 550 m | lion poorest of the poor rural wormen in the world.

"Wth mcro-credit facility, wonen have access to noney at entry points.

"This will lead to their capabilities not only to lift their famlies
out of poverty but to achi eve econom ¢ and political enpowernent."

Dr Mahat hir however noted that gender ideology continued to i nfluence
the lives of rural wonen.

Studies fromfour mcro-credit programmes in Bangl adesh showed t hat 39
per cent of wonmen clients had little or no control over the use of their
| oans. Sone woren applied for |oans for their husbands and ended up paying
t he debt.

"This is one exanple of "gender' at work."

Woren shoul d be included in the information technol ogy revol ution,
otherwi se the digital divide would i ncrease between the urban and rural,
and between the sexes.

Dr Mahathir said the RSP-AP, as a non-political entity, had enornous
potential to bring positive change as the First Ladi es worked hand-i n-hand
wi th wonmen and si de-by-side with the highest decision-nmakers in their



country.
"Your access to high-level decision-makers could facilitate input into
policy fornul ation.”
( END)
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