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ON TUESDAY, 2 SEPTEMBER 1997
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Wonmen : The Way Forward

| amvery happy and honoured to be invited here this norning
to deliver this closing address to the distinguished del egates
of the 20th Pan-Pacific andSout h- East Asia Wnen's Associ ation
( PPSEAMY) I nternational Conference. | wish to take this
opportunity to welcone all of you, especially PPSEAWA sisters
fromoverseas, who have graced us with your presence in Ml aysia
and hope your stay here has been enjoyable and fruitful.

2. As Patron of PPSEAVWA Ml aysia and President of the
| nt er nat i onal Steering Comrittee on the Econom c Advancenent of
Rural and Island Wnen the subject of wonen's commtnent and
participation in extending a willing and supportive hand to our
less fortunate and needy sisters and children throughout the
world is one which is closest to me. M heartfelt gratitude and
appreciation therefore goes to each and everyone of the 400
delvegates fromtwenty-two countries of the Asia-Pacific Region
who have gathered here to deliberate on issues focusing on a
matter of imrense global and tinely concern, that is, fostering
equality, peace and international understanding for a better
wor | d. More inportantly, you have translated some of these
visions into reality. The PPSEAWA |nternational Plan of Action
is reflective of the aspirations of wonen around the world and
reaffirms the views and concerns of the international conferences
hel d over the last few years. As | attach great inportance to
the issues you have been discussing, | have followed your
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devel oprments closely. At the sane tinme, | also hope you have had
some time to look around the shops and sights of Kuala Lunpur
in between the tight conference schedul es.

3. The theme selected for this conference, "st rengt heni ng
alliances for a better world towards the 21st century" is an
excellent choice, not only in terns of its priority in the
PPSEAWA agenda but al so from the perspective of its globa

inmportance as we nove towards the threshold of the next
m |l ennium This theme is also relevant in the perspective of
shaping and consolidating a rmeani ngful and achi evabl e
devel opnental agenda for wonen, children and famlies while
pur sui ng t he enconpassi ng obj ectives of equality, devel opment and

peace. | believe that these are exciting and challenging times
for wonen, especially those of us who are fortunate enough to
have the opportunity of wvoicing our thoughts, i deas and
suggestions to bring hope and happiness to nore wonen and
fam lies.

4. | amhappy to see that the PPSEAWA Pl an of Action you have

reconmmended i ncludes sone innovative strategies, progranmes and
activities whichwi |l foster peace for a better world, strengthen
alliances within and between our countries and chapters, and
uphold the rights and integrity of wonen into the 21st century.
| believe that it is only with a clear vision, positive m ssion,
strong determnation and unity that we will be successful in our
endeavours.

5. Let ne share with you sone of the basic facts and concerns
facing wonren in the world today. Although wonmen represent nore
t han hal f t he world's popul ati on, t hey conpri se a
di sproportionate nunber of the world' s poor and illiterate. Yet
globally, wonen are still denied access to education, health
care, credit and political and legal rights. Violence against
wonen, discrimnation, exploitation and increased exposure to il
health and suffering is also a universal threat.
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6. Wnmen earn one tenth of the world's incone and constitute
nearly 60 percent of the world's one billion rural poor, own |ess
than one tenth of the world' s property though they grow half of
the world's food and form nearly half of the world s [|abour
force. Each year about 580,000 worren die fromconplications due
to pregnancy and childbirth, while another two hundred thousand
die due to unsafe abortions. Today, wonen constitute 40 percent
of HV infected adults; and by the year 2000, nore than 14
mllion wonen may becone infected with the virus of whom about
four mllion may die.

7. Wonmen and children together make up three-quarters of the
wor | d popul ati on. Therefore, wonen have the added responsibility
and opportunity to shape three-quarters of the world popul ation
and its future generations. The enpowernent of wonen and the
betterment of our children is not sonething that just happens.
We nust neke it happen. W nust change our m ndset and reprogram
ourselves to nmove beyond our traditional roles and explore our
full potential as we approach the next mllennium Wnen' s
realisation of their full potenti al as human bei ngs as daughters,
not hers, w ves, workers and contributors to the devel opnent of
their comunities and the nation is of extrenme inportance,
especially in devel oping countries. Attitudinal changes rel ated
to the environment, elimnating harnful traditional and cultural
practices, and the inpeding attitudes of wonen thensel ves which
are influenced by the community as a whole, are often slow to
take effect. This is one of the" mmjor obstacles to wonen's
progress and devel opnent and this paradi gmchange nmust begin with
us.

8. W nmust first change the way wonen are perceived in society;
and in societies where wonen are deval ued or underm ned, we nust
work to change them It cannot happen overnight. W all know

that, but we do have to start. W have to take one step at a
time, as quoted by the Chinese phil osopher, Lao Tze, "A Journey
of a 1,000 Mles Begins Wth One First Step."
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9. In the course of progress and devel opnent, t he
responsibilities of wonen have changed but their basic functions
as wife, nother and breadw nner are still the same and are not
dul y recogni sed. This situation illustrates the constraints on
a wonen worker of her biologically-dictated and socially -
ascri bed parental responsibilities, that is, giving birth to
children, and feeding and rearing them VWhen, how much, how
long, and how she can erigage in inconme earning activity is
basically determned by this parenting role, which traditionally
has been regarded as her *primary' function.

10. The rapid increase of dual career famlies poses new
chal l enges today as wonen balance delicately their work and
famly responsibilities. Due to the costs of living and strive

for a better quality of life, the vast mgjority of married
working wonmen opt to stay on in their jobs even after having
chil dren. Therefore, governnents are urged to be supportive

through facilitating famly-friendly and enploynent-friendly
policies such as flexitinme, healthcare benefits and chil dcare
facilities which will inprove the productivity and well -being
of both wonmen and nen.

11. In this rapidly changing world, progress is not made by
taking pride in our present achievenents but by critically
exam ni ng these situations, setting higher targets and attenpting
to achieve them W need to constantly" chall enge oursel ves, our
i deas, our nmethods and our results. W nmust be realistic in
facing both the weaknesses and strengths of our approaches and
learn the lessons that wll help change our future for the
better.

12. This is perhaps an opportune tinme to renmenber the dedication
and sincere efforts of group of wonen fromthe Pacific Regi on who
founded PPSEAVA in 1928, in the aftermath of the First Wrld War.
It was the suffering of wonen and children in the war that built
the roots PPSEAWA' s objective for peace, cooperation, goodw I
and understandi ng anong nati ons.
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13. Wiile we are participating in this conference am dst peace
and harnmony anmong us in Kuala Lunpur, hundreds of thousands of
wonen and children are facing the perils of survival due to civil
war, strife and conflict, or are facing acute malnutrition and
starvation due to natural m shaps or adversity. At any one tine,
athirdof the world is involved in sone kind of struggle or war.
Political and civil upheaval have been tearing whole countries
apart - fromBosnia and bezegovina to Iraq and Rwanda. Entire
generations have grown up in the mdst of brutal arned conflicts
while children are educated" in the art of weaponry. Permt ne
to quote fromthe 1996 diary of a 10 year old Bosnian girl who
said "No filmcan adequately depict the suffering, the fear and
the terror that ny people are experiencing. Sarajevo is awash
in blood, and graves are appearing everywhere. | beg you in the
name of Bosnian children never to allow this to happen to you
or to people anywhere else.”

14. The waves of violence that have swept across the world in
recent years have uprooted an enornous nunber of people, nobst of
whom are innocent wonen and chil dren. Husbands and young sons
are forced to fight while wonen fend for thenselves and their
young chil dren. Total nunber of uprooted people is currently
around 53 mllion; one out of every 115 people on earth has been
forcedinto flight. 1In Somalia, during 1992, half or nore of all
the children under the age of five on 1st January were dead by
31st Decenber. The psychol ogi cal effects of war are painful and
life-1ong.

15 . The forner UnitedNations Secretary-general Boutros Boutros-
Chal i in his address to the delegates of the Association for
Wonen in Devel opnent Forum in Washington DC, in September 1996,
noted that "wonen are a strong force for peace and called for
the greater involvenent of wonmen in the prevention of conflict."
Let us as the PPSEAWA famly continue to spread this nessage
for peace and non-violence across our frontiers in every
possi bl e way.



16. It has been said that "a society which neglects the
education of its wonen does so at its own peril” for wthout
femal e education, progress can only be transnitted to each
generation either very slowy or not at all. Education is one
of the nost critical areas of enpowernment for wonmen as both the
Cairo and Beijing Conferences affirnmed. The enpowernent of wonen
t hrough education, equal enploynment opportunities, access to
heal th care and changes inllegal systens is anong the goals set
forth in the progranme of action adopted at the International
Conf erence on Popul ati on and Devel opnent (ICPD) in Cairo in 1994.
It is also an area that offers some of the clearest exanples of
di scrimnation that wonen suffer. VWi | e progress has been nade
in terms of wonen's access to education, wonen still conprise
two-thirds of people who cannot read or wite. drls constitute
the majority of the 130 mllion children who have no access to
primary school education.

17. There are nore than humanitarian reasons for investing in
wonen. Where wonen remain illiterate, denocratic institutions
are nore fragile and the environment |ess well-managed.
Experi ence proves that investing in girls' education goes hand-
in-hand with economc opportunity. Studies from a nunber of
countries suggest that an extra year of schooling will increase
a worman's future earnings by about 15 percent, conpared wth 11
percent for a man. VWhen wonen are enpowered, they not only
transformtheir own lives, but the lives of their famlies and
communities as well. Governnents and NGOs can only help to
enpower wonmen by providing the necessary facilities and
opportunities. Utimately, it i's the women who can and nust
enpower herself and pull herself out from a position of
mar gi nal i sation or oppression to one of self-reliance, pride,
confidence and determ nation.

18. In parts of the world where the status of wonmen has been
duly recognised there is generally a higher quality of life.
Therefore, | feel that it is extrenely inportant for us to
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continue to |l earn, change, and grow. | think for wonmen in the
Asi a-Pacific, all wonen in fact, learningw Il help transport us
to newer and heightened |evels of awareness and enlightenment.
G eater education opportunities and trainingwl!l inprove wonen's
capacity to face challenges and obstacles, to think for
t hensel ves and to take rational and informed decisions. Today,
only but a few outstandi ng wonen have energed as focal points for
maj or social refornms, devel opnment and governance whil e nmany nore
wonen continue to face a life of basic daily survival. Qur role
in developnent is not to conpete with nmen but to be at their
side, to be at the sane pace and with equal footing and
opportunity. VW nust first devel op ourselves psychol ogically,
sociologically and economcally if we are to enjoy equal rights,
opportunities and responsibilities; and we need to continually
re-examne and re-assess our role in the light of changing
condi ti ons.

19. The Fourth World Conference For Wonen, held in Septenber
1995, in Beijing was the culmnpation of a series of
international conferences that have addressed issues of concern
to wnen as well as nen. At the 1992 Earth Sunmt in R o, wonen
wer e recogni sed as environnental managers and key to sustainable
devel opnent ; at the 1993 Wirld Conference on Human Rights in
Vi enna, governnents acknow edged that wonen's rights are human
rights; in Cairo, in 1994, wonen's health and rights were
recognised as central to effective population and devel opnent
policy; and at the 1995 Social Summt in Copenhagen, wonen's
enmpower ment was seen as essential to gender equity and equality.

20. InBeijing, the nations of the world adopted a conprehensive
Platform for Action, focusing on 12 "critical areas of concern”
identified as obstacles to the advancenent of wonen. These
include : poverty, inequality in education; |ack of access to
heal t h care, enploynent and econom c parti ci pation; environmnental
degradation; inequality in sharing of power and deci sion-making;
negative inmages of women in the mass nmedi a; wonen's human rights
viol ation; and violence against wonen. It also recogni sed that
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23. More than one billion people in the world today, the great
majority of whom are wonen, |live in unacceptable conditions of
poverty. In the spirit of humanity, we nust |ook for urgent ways

to make a difference. The International Steering Commttee (10
founded in 1992 under the patronage of Her Mjesty Queen Fabiol a
of Belgiumis an advocacy group consisting of 16 conmtted First
Ladi es and wi ves of Heads of Governnment who have dedicated their
energy and tine working tO\)\ards poverty alleviation anong rural

and island wonen. In ny present capacity as President of the
ISC, | wll endeavour to pronote programmes to further enhance
t he devel opnment of wonen and their famlies. | believe that one

such progranme is the mcro-credit or mcro-financing schene.
This initiative is a powerful tool to help nove such wonen out
of the grips of the vicious poverty cycle and allow them to
utilise and fulfil their untapped potential. 1t also gives wonen
a sense of self-reliance, achievenent, self-confidence, self-
esteem and respect.

24. At the Mcro-Credit Summt in Washington DC, in February
1997, the 1SC endorsed Plan of Action was to strengthen and
expand mcro-credit programes to neet the Summt's canpaign to
reach 100 miIlion wonen and their famlies living in destitution,
by the year 2005. Earlier this nonth, Ml aysia hosted a Regi onal
Steering Goup Wrkshop For The Asia and Pacific to develop
further the inplenmentation of this schenme to inprove the lives
of the poorest of rural and island wonen in the region.

25. In the fast-changing societies in the Asia-Pacific and
definitely in Malaysia, while we are experiencing accelerated
economc grow h, we have to be aware of newer forns of oppression
and discrimnation that mnmay arise to nmarginalise wonen.
Fem ni sation of poverty, rise in fenmale headed househol ds and

wonen infected and affected by HVW A DS are such exanpl es. In
Mal aysi a, the Poverty Eradication Programe, the Amanah |khtiar
or mcro-credit schene, the Cabinet Commttee on Social Ills and

specific NGOs groups continue to create awareness and formul ate
appropriate intervention strategies.
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26. At the honmefront, wonmen in Malaysia are fortunate because
there are no constitutional barriers to wonen's participation
in politics and deci sion-naki ng. They have the basic right to
vote, toparticipate in all spheres of devel opnent and have equal
access to education, health and social services. These are some
of the factors that have contributed to the econom c and soci al
advancenent of Ml aysi an wonen.

27. Since independence, the National Soci o-Econom c Devel opnent
Pl ans have focused on pronoting peace, harnony and unity wthin
a multi-ethnic country with enphasis on rural devel opnent,
eradi cation of poverty and provision of basic social services to
the whole population wthout any discrimnation of mnority
groups. The education infrastructure has enabled 99 percent of
primary school enrolnment with equal girl enrolment, while health
services are available to nore than 90 percent of wonen and
chi | dren. As a result of intensive strategies and programes
to uplift the health and social status of the popul ation, the
maternal nortality rate has declinedto 0.2 per 1,000 live births
in 1995, while infant nortality to 10 per 1,000 live births. The
average female life expectancy has inproved to 74 years in 1995
and female literacy to 80 percent in 1993.

28. 1n 1995, fenale workers made up about 47 percent of the paid
| abour force with progressive increase in the tertiary sector.
Recognising the vital role of wonen in devel opment and their
increasing participation in the |abour force, future policies

will focus on ensuring w der enploynment opportunities for wonen.
As stated in the Seventh Ml aysia Plan (1996-2000) "The
Governnent will continue to pronote a higher level of femle

participation in the |abour market. Measures that will have to
be inplenmented include the setting up of creches as well as the
provision of housing and transportation facilities between the
honme and pl ace of work."

29. As we nmove into the next mllennium Mal aysi a' s
i ndustrialisation progranmes, the onset of globalisation and the
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Mul ti medi a Super Corridor, which has been described as the link
bet ween Mal aysi a's industrial age and the com ng i nformation age,
is set to revolutionise our lives. These are anong the
chal | enges that Ml aysian wonen and nmen have to take on wth
great confidence and optimsm Wil e pursuing industrialisation,
we nust take urgent renedial nmeasures to prevent the energent
trend in social problens such as drug addiction, child abuse,
domesti c vi ol ence, juvenile'delinquency, unhealthy lifestyles and
H V/ Al DS. Vision 2020 (a forward looking strategy to devel op
Mal aysia into an industrialised country) has recognised nine
central strategic challenges, anong them the challenge to
"Establish a fully caring society and a caring culture, a social

system in which society will cone before self, in which the
wel fare of the people will revolve not around the state or the
i ndividual but around a strong and resilient famly system and
to establish a noral, ethical, mature, |liberal and tolerant
society. "

30. In addition, we have taken proactive steps in our conmm tnment
to inprove the status of our wonen. The Chapter on Wnen in

Devel opnent in the Seventh Malaysia Plan (1996 -2000) "wll
continue with ongoing efforts to provide the enabling environnment
for wonen to participate nore effectively as partners in

devel opnent." The strategic thrusts for the further advancenent
of Malaysian wonen during this period include : pronpoting
greater female participation in the |abour market; 1nproving
further the health status of wonen; reviewing laws and

regul ations that inhibit the advancenent of wonmen in the econony,
and forging closer linkages at the international |evel through
effective participation at international fora and inplenentation
of commtnents for the advancenent of wonen.

31. Wonen have cone a long way but our journey continues and is
never endi ng. As individuals, in groups, as nenbers of
organi sations or in international networking we have to seek to
realise our vision for the future in equal partnership with nmen.
W nust know what we can do collectively, what we can do
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i ndividually; and we nust have the strength to strive for what
is best for us.

32. There are many different ways in which NGOs, and PPSEAWA in
particul ar, can actively take part in ensuring wonen's
devel opnent . These include dissemnating of information on
international agreenents; convening workshops and conferences,
identifying priority areas for advocacy, findingways to increase
resources for NGOs, and supporting inplenmentation of progranmes.
NGO>s have always excelled in their initiating and pioneering
spirit, and this drive nust continue.

33. PPSEAVA sisters across chapters nust have a shared m ssion
and conm tnment as we nove into the next century. | congratul ate
you on your success at this 20th Conference in materialising the
PPSEAWA International Plan of Action which will be our conmon
framework for increased dedication towards peace, goodw Il and
harnony in and anong nati ons.

34. M dear sisters, ladies and gentlenmen, let us strive for a
nor e conpassionate, a nore humane and a nore sustainable future.
Let us reject the violence, discrimnation and abuse which has
caused so nuch suffering and untold m sery. Let us work together
for a society where there is economc and social growth, peace
and harnmony, balanced with equality and human dignity. The
future of the Asia-Pacific is in the hands of its wonmen. Let us
rise to the challenge of our tines. To be brave, proactive,
strong, patient, nodest, caring resilient, and honourable is
neither a womanly or manly attribute. It is a humane attribute.

35. | would like to close this address by congratul ating all of
you who have contributed to the success of the 20th PPSEAVWA
| nt ernat i onal Conf er ence. In particular, the PPSEAWA
del egations, the organisers, the various commttees and resource
personnel who have so ably managed the fruitful running of the
conference. M thanks also to the governnent, NGOs, the private
sector and individuals for their valuable tinme and support. I
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woul d also like to extend ny congratulations to the newy el ected
PPSEAVA I nternational GCouncil and nmy appreciation to the outgoing
Counci| for your hard work.

36. | bid you a safe journey home, a pleasant reunion wth your
fam lies and wish you every success in your future endeavours.
Let us pledge our commtnent and dedication to the realisation
of our resolutions arising fromthe conference and eval uate our
results at the 21st Conference in Cook Islands.

37. In conclusion, | would like to quote fromthe UNI CEF State
of the Wrld's Children Report 1996:

"The day will cone when the progress of nations wll be
judged not by their mlitary or economc strength, nor by the
spl endour of their capital cities and public buildings, but by
the well-being of their peoples : by their levels of health,
nutrition and education; by their opportunities to earn a fair
reward for their |abours; by their ability to participate in the
decisions that affect their lives; by the respect that is shown
for their civil and political I|iberties; by the provision that
is made for those who are vul nerable and di sadvantaged; and by
the protection that is afforded to the growi ng m nds and bodies
of their children".

38. Awonen's activist, Alice Wal ker, wote in her book titled
"Anything W& Love Can be saved' that "the world is easier to
change than we think because change begins with each of us
saying to ourselves and neaning it: | wll not harm anyone or
anything inthis nmonent." On this note and with nuch confidence
in PPSEAWA, it gives nme great pleasure to declare the 20th
PPSEAWA I nternational Conference closed.” May Al m ghty bl ess and
guide us all.
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