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‘See the opportunity
Mr. Chairman, Madam Moderator, distinguished representatives,

All yw me to show you a two minute video clip about the Dutch view on gender and the

img ortance of putting a focus on women and girls. Following the clip. I’d like to discuss five
isst es that stand out in Dutch gender policies.

I ar 1 looking forward to entering the debate on those policies directly after this presentation.

Let s have a look at the clip first.

htty ://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1hBd1HN7WIM

The hands at the beginning of the clip belong to an old lady who lives in Amsterdam, our

cap tal. You must know that up until only 55 years ago, married women in the Netherlands
wer : considered legally incapable before the law, and female teachers and civil servants were
obli zed to resign from their jobs once they got married.

Sin e then the Netherlands has made a lot of progress. Today, women are part and parcel of
all « omains of public life: 41% of the seats in the Dutch parliament are taken by women; in
pub ic administration gender parity is almost complete; 53% of students getting a university
deg ee are women; more than 70% of women have paid work for more than one hour a week.

Soc al reality being what it is, challenges remain, of course. In the Netherlands and in the
wor d at large. Let me mention five of those challenges, all of which offer opportunities to act.
Anc all of them illustrate why women are essential actors in society.

1. V.'omen are agents of change

Firs . of all, we have to recognize the power of diversity. One cannot design proper policies or
con pletely solve a problem if only half of the population is involved in tackling it. We need
to a *knowledge that men and women can perceive issues differently, and that we need both
per: pectives to develop the most effective policies.

In tl e Netherlands, people, in general, believe it is essential that women can equally

part cipate in political debate and decision making. But the reality is that in many places the
viex ;point of women often goes unheard. Women still occupy fewer positions at top levels in
poli ics, administration and business than men; there are cultural barriers and biases against
the ole of women in society that need to be broken, and so on.

For ‘his reason the Dutch government and civil society act to empower women and make their
voic es heard. Both at home, and abroad. At home the charter Talent to the Top was launched
in 2)08. So far more than 140 businesses and public organisations have signed a concrete and
mez surable commitment to increase the amount of women at top levels in their organisations.
Abr ad, in 2007, the Netherlands —in coordination with Dutch NGOs- established the so

call .d MDG3 fund, aimed at supporting the voice of women in the public debate worldwide.
Anc we’ve turned out to be quite successful at that. If you combine the support to women's
org: nisations by the Dutch government with that given by Dutch civil society organisations,



mo e than one third of all international support given to women's organisations worldwide
ori inates from the Netherlands. But we would like this situation to change. We would like to
sec many more actors, governments, civil society organisations and businesses, to recognize
the advantage of diversity and to increase their support to the voice of women.

2. The second challenge is that women provide an enormous economic potential, which is
largely untapped.

W nen are a critical success factor in contributing to economic growth and stability. In the

Net 1erlands, we are faced with an ageing population. Therefore, it is an economic imperative

for 1s to increase the labour force participation of women. This also increases women’s

eco 1omic independence, and thus even contributes to a more stable social economy. Only

129 of Dutch women with 2 children or more work more than 24 hours a week. Only 12 %.

The re is an enormous challenge and opportunity here. The government has set up a

con prehensive package to induce women not to leave the labour market when they establish a

farr ily, and to encourage them to work more hours.

3. V'omen can make conscious decisions on when and how often to get pregnant, taking into
acc unt the need to improve their own lives and that of their families

Ho» vever, 200 million women worldwide cannot make this choice. They don’t have access to
con raceptives. We need to respond to this unmet need for contraception, which affects so

mai y women all over the world. It is in the interest not only of the women themselves, but
alsc of their children, their partners and society as a whole. We all know that educated women
on 12e whole choose to have fewer children, that children from small families are more likely
to ¢ > to school and receive health care and to have better nutrition. This is a reality that we
can 10t ignore. And it is one of the reasons why the Netherlands is the biggest donor of the
Uni :ed Nations Population Fund, UNFPA.

4. I ourth challenge: too many women are the victims of gender based violence. It is the

gov >:mment's core responsibility to ensure the safety of all its citizens, both in public places
and in the privacy of the home. Obviously gender based violent acts, like domestic violence,
hun an trafficking, honour-related violence and Female Genital Mutilation, are punishable
offe nces under Dutch law. But we should try to not let it come that far. Therefore, prevention
of v iolence against women is another core objective of Dutch emancipation policies.

Ger der-based violence is caused by many factors. Key is the unequal balance of power

bet veen men and women and the prejudices men and women hold about each other’s

sex 1ality and rights. We see a commercialisation and sexualisation of the female body in the
me ia. This puts the physical integrity and safety of girls at risk. It is estimated that in the
Net 1erlands, one in every six girls and one in every twenty boys under age 25 have been
-forc ed to perform or undergo sexual acts against their will. First and foremost this is an

ind: vidual drama. Moreover, this can have consequences for women that last a lifetime: health
pro lems, unwanted pregnancy etcetera. The Dutch Government believes that it is a

resj onsibility of parents to provide sex education to their children. And it feels that schools
mu: t also contribute to empower young people, girls and boys, to set their own boundaries
and to equip them with life skills to defend themselves against sexual violence.

5. Fifth and last challenge: we should not forget that the greatest opportunities offer

thei 1selves where the gender differences are greatest. Today, around 10% of the total female
por 1lation in the Netherlands is from an ethnic minority group. Women from Turkish,

Mo occan, Surinamese and Antillean/Aruban descent make up about two-thirds of that 10%.



Thy ir education level is significantly lower than that of women of native Dutch descent, as
we | as that of men from their own origin group. Special attention to close this ‘double gap’
car lead to great results. We focus on increasing their social and labour force participation, on
inc easing their self-sufficiency, as well as on the emancipation of men and boys from ethnic
mi1 ority groups. '

Ab oad, we see that the inequality between men and women is most visible in conflict and
fray ile societies. In 2007, the Netherlands drafted a National Action Plan on UN Security
Co incil Resolution 1325. A truly national action plan, since it was the combined effort of
thre e ministries, and more than fifteen Dutch civil society and academic organisations. We
hav : seen that it is in these situations of conflict and fragile societies, where it is most

imj ortant to appreciate women as essential actors of change in society. The peace in Liberia
wo' lld not have happened without the pivotal role of women as agents for change. The same
apr lies to South Sudan. Women can play a similar role in the Democratic Republic of the
Cor go and in Afghanistan. We are, on this score, increasing our cooperation with troop

cor ributing countries. When peacekeeping forces improve their gender sensitivity, we can
img rove the impact of our missions and help create more stable peace and reconciliation
pro :esses. Another double winner.

Mr Chairman, to conclude: the Netherlands warmly welcomes the attention of this year's

EC )SOC session for gender. This is the right time to do so. When we look at MDG?3 and

ML G5, we see that it will take a lot of effort and political will to reach the objectives. But we
wor ld like to look at it from a positive perspective: if we put more effort into the gender

age 1da, we will grab opportunities to not just improve the position of women in society, but
to 1 nprove society as a whole. Let us see the opportunity, and let us seize the opportunity.

Thz nk you.



