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Still unequal for wonen

Dazman Manan
EVEN at the dawn of the new century, wonen in the Asia-Pacific region
still find thenmsel ves at a crossroad.

Wi | e enor nous opportunities await them form dabl e obstacl es conti nue
to persist in the region's quest for the enmpowernent of wonen and gender
equal ity.

Worren i n poverty, in particular, continue to suffer extreme deprivation
and soci al excl usion.

Inthis respect, Rural and |Island Wonen: Poverty and Enmpower nent was t he
chosen thene at the Second Meeting of the Regional Steering Committee for
t he Advancenent of Rural and |sland Wnen in the Asia Pacific (RSC AP).

The two-day conference, opened by the Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, and headed by chairperson Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd
Ali, was attended by 96 del egates conprising first | adies, international
organi sations' representatives and observers fromni ne nenber countries -
I ndia, Iran, Mongolia, Pakistan, Papua New Gui nea, Lao Peopl e's Denpcratic
Republ i c and Mal aysi a.

"The world has 1.5 billion people living on US$1 a day. Asiais home to
sonme 75 per cent of the world's poor with South Asia accounting for 515
mllion living under the i ncone poverty line of US$1 a day," said Thel ma
Kay, chief of wonen in devel opnent section econoni ¢ and soci al conmi ssion
for Asia and the Pacific.

The vast majority of the poor live inrural Asia, and two-thirds of them
are wonen.

"The gap bet ween wonen and men i n poverty has w dened during the past
decade with wonmen earni ng on average slightly nore than 50 per cent of
what men earn."

Wmen and nmen al so experience poverty in different ways. "Poverty
accent uat es gender gaps and nmakes it all the more difficult to achieve
gender equality.

"Unequal access to resources and soci al opportunities in education,
enpl oynment and asset ownershi p nake wonen vul nerabl e and deny t hemt he
options to advance their status."”

Kay added that to achi eve fairness and equity, policies, programes and
proj ects shoul d be gender-responsi ve.

The United Nations CGeneral Assenbly convened a special session in June
with the thene Wonen: 2000: Gender Equality, Devel opment and Peace for the
21st Century, to take stock of wonen's condition after the Wrld
Conference on Wnen in Beijing in 1995.

It reaffirmed its conmtnent tothe Beijing Platformfor Action and
found that in spite of conmtnent to the goals of equality, devel opnent
and peace for all wonen everywhere, the current econonic grow h and t he
process of globalisation have aggravated i nequalities suffered by wonen,
deepeni ng their poverty and weakeni ng enpower nent .

"Qur region still has the highest concentration of poor wonen in the
wor |l d. Since gender equality is crucial to wonmen enpower ment and poverty
eradi cation, we nust mai nstreamgender in all our activities," saidthe
first lady of India, Usha Narayanan (interview on page 3).

Wnen, she noted, constitute the best of human resources. "Mbdern
studies affirmthat goal s of devel opnent are best served by investing in
wonen. "

Mal aysi an Deputy M nister inthe Prime Mnister's Departnent, Datuk



Shahri zat Jalil shared her sentinent citing that worldw de, rural and farm
woren play a major role in agriculture and rural devel opnent produci ng
nore than 50 per cent of food that is grown.

Yet, these wonmen i n devel oping countries and in countries in transition
bel ong to the nost di sadvant aged sectors of | ocal popul ations.

"Since they are anong t he key players in poverty eradication, the issue
of rural women's participation in devel opnent especially with regards to
t heir enmpower ment for power sharing and deci si on-maki ng positions, require
our full attention," said Shahrizat.

She added wonen are needed i n positions of power and deci si on- maki ng
because it is a basic human right enshrined in the principles of
denocr acy.

"Worren conprise half the popul ation of a country and have specific roles
insociety. They have different needs, interests and priorities frommen

"Men coul d not adequately represent wonen in decision-naki ng processes
and | eadership is inperative to ensure that both the agenda of issues to
be consi dered and deci si ons subsequent|y nade i ncorporate their views".

As recogni sed by the Beijing Platformfor Action, equal participation of
nmen and wonmen in decision-nmaking and political lifeis inperative to the
advancerent of wonen.

Shahri zat stressed that failure to i ncorporate wonen in the econonic
deci si on- maki ng processes has posed barriers to the econom ¢ advancenent
of wonen.

"I'n agricultural devel opnent, policy-makers fail to recognise that wonen
are as much agricul tural producers as nmen and technol ogi cal changes in
agriculture have resulted in the displacenent of femal e | abour.

"I'n the Asia Pacific region, 32 to 46 per cent of the | abour force is
made up of women. They provi de al nost 80 per cent of the | abour force in
the export industries in sone countries and where data i s avail abl e,
wonen- | ed busi nesses now account for 23 to 36 per cent of all businesses,"”
she expl ai ned

Despite the advancenents, it was found that there are very few countries
inthe world where the wonen's share of paid enpl oyment in non-
agricultural activities is around 50 per cent or nore.
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