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WOMEN
IN EXTREME
POVERTY

Background

Traditionally the focusin
poverty alleviation policies has
been on the rural poor, but there
has been a recent shift of focus in
response to the increasing global
urbanization, a feature thatis es-
pecially striking in developing
countries. The effects of the
world-wide recession combined
with an ever-increasing number
of urban poor has produced a
new phenomenon that demands
that poverty be approached from
a more general perspective.
However there hasuntilnow been
little emphasis on the issues re-
lating to women in extreme
poverty, although they represent
a growing percentage of the
population. More recently, as
female-headed households have
increased so has the realization
that the needs of such women
have notbeen addressed, and that
traditional development ap-
proaches have done little to im-
prove their lot. Therefore a new
women-oriented geography has
emerged, which will provide a
new perspective on the situation
of women, and in particular on
the role that poor women play in
the urban environment.

The new approach:
putting poverty from a
gender perspective
on the development
agenda

Within the United Na-
tions system, there is a new con-
sensus on how to achieve the
effective mobilization and inte-
gration of women into develop-
ment, There is a growing reali-
zation that in order to alleviate
poverty and to achieve sustain-
able development, itis necessary
to move on from women in de-
velopment (WID) to approaches
that emphasize gender relations.
While a WID approach seeks to
make women visible and accepts
the existing development frame-
work, whetheritis unsustainable
or not, a gender-aware approach
seeks to make gender relations
visible inorder toidentify howto
make the development process
more equal and sustainable. A
gender approach therefore chal-
lenges the existing development
framework, with a view to cre-
ating a more sustainable devel-
opment paradigm, These ideas
have been discussed and further
developed at the seminars on
women in development and
women in extreme poverty,
which were organized by the
Division forthe Advancementof
Women at Vienna in December
1992 and November 1993 re-
spectively.

Women are major actors
in the fight for survival. When
men lose their paid employment,
itisusually the women whodraw
on their endless personal re-
sources to maintain an existence,
however basic. The energy and
resourcefulness with whichmany
women find ways of surviving
and of feeding their households
is what keeps millions of poor
people in the world alive, and yet
these resources and capabilities
have rarely been recognized as
the foundation that enables other
levelsof theeconomy to function.
Informal work, particularly that
carried out by women, needs to
be acknowledged asasignificant
part of the economy.

On the one hand, the
picture is disturbing (population
growth and an increasing pro-
portion of poor) and time seems
to be running out if the targets of
the Nairobi Forward-looking
Strategies for the Advancement
of Women 1/ are to be met before
the deadline of 2000. On the
other hand, it is encouraging that
new thinking is being applied to
an old problem, and that gender-
related factors are now acknowl-
edged as central to the obstacles
hindering development and are
now well established in all dis-
cussions and conferences, instead
of being relegated to the category
of women’s problems.

After three decades of
development assistance, there is
now a shift in focus. There is a



realization that analysis at the
national level and of the official
statistics - the gross national
products (GNP) or the gross do-
mestic product (GDP) - is re-
vealing only a part of the real
picture. There is an increasing
demand from all sides, but in
particular from many non-gov-
ernmental organizations who
have been working in the front
line of poverty, to recognize the
informal sector, dominated of-
ten by the unseen work of women.
At the grass roots, millions of
women have always been work-
ing, feeding and supporting their
families and supplementing their
household income by tending
small plots of land or by trading,
but without ever appearing in
official statistics. These women
working in the informal sector
have not only remained hidden
by not being featured in the for-
mal employment statistics, but
they have also usually maintained
this work without access to train-
ing or loans, but nevertheless
providing a crucial support base
for the rest of the economy. Itis
time to ensure not only that
women have more access to for-
mal employment, training and
loans, but also that the informal
work they do appears in the sta-
tistics.

At the grass-roots level
(and the meaning is literal for the
millions of women who are bent
over all day tending their scarce
crops), women who are experi-
encing hunger or who are
combing throngh rubbish dumps
in order to feed their families
probably do not feel that great

advances have been made, orthat
anyone at the national orinterna-
tional level cares about their
struggle to survive, but aware-
ness of the real needs of women
and men living in this situation is
increasing. Itisencouragingthat
gender awareness is no longer a
vague concept to be heard only
in the environs of the Division
for the Advancement of Women,
the United Nations Development
Fund for Women (UUNIFEM), the
International Research and
Training Institute for the Ad-
vancement of Women or at the
Commission on the Status of
Women; it now features
throughout the United Nations
system, is integrated into all de-
velopment programmes and is
finally being given the attention
that it warrants.

Situations of extreme
poverty are also receiving con-
siderable global attention, and
specifically the role of women in
relation to poverty, yet the solu-
tions remain somewhat elusive.
The effects of extreme poverty
have been clearly identified and
present an alarming picture, es-
pecially to those who are lucky
enough to live in affluent socie-
ties where situations of extreme
physical poverty can no longer
be witnessed on the doorstep.
(Although there is increasing
evidence of an erosion in social
welfare in some highly industri-
alized countries and, with the
increasing unemployment
brought about by the economic
recession, more people seem to
be slipping through the social net
and into real poverty.)

Despite the obvious re-
sults of poverty and the shock
effect of seeing children eating
out of rubbish bins, or picking
through refuse dumps, the causes
of poverty are complex, and vary
from one culture to another. An
analysis of the subject requires
an understanding of many inter-
related issues and therefore a
coordinated approach frommany
disciplines is needed to see how
the different factors interact with
each other. The solutionrequires
a real commitment from all the
differentlevels of policy-making
to effect some improvement ur-
gently.

If the alarming projec-
tions for population growth -from
5.5 to 10 billion by 2050 - turn
outto be accurate, unless there is
a change in present trends, the
number of persons living in
poverty, currently estimated to
be 1 billion, could rise to an
alarming 2 or 3 billion. Itis time
for urgent measures and to heed
such warnings as the one given
by the Director of UNIFEM in
her statement to the Commission
on the Status of Women at its
thirty-seventh session:

“We are nurturing atime
bomb. Reducing efforts
to eliminate poverty is a
short sighted exercise in
denial. Indeed, the cu-
mulative effect of inter-
national poverty, its
fallout if you will, if un-
checked, severely limits
everyone's optionsforthe
Suture.”



Poverty cannot be iso-
lated as a purely economic fea-
ture since its causes and effects
are so diverse. Issues of human
rights, of health and nutrition, of
customs and traditions, of envi-
ronmental influences, indeed all
the political, legal, social, cul-
tural and historical conditions that
combine to create poverty must
be considered. Without this
wider understanding the solu-
tions will not appear. Itis there-
fore crucial to find the common
threads linking these different
contributing factors and a sig-
nificant one of these is gender
discrimination.

Nor can poverty be
treated as yet another of those
natural disasters that, in the de-
veloped world, television pro-
ducers choose to splash on the
screens at periodic intervals to
jog the viewers’ consciences and
make them reach for their purses.
Charity donations are a drop in
the ocean and poverty is not a
short-termnatural disaster. When
drought occurs and famine en-
sues, people start to die in large
numbers and it is essential to
provide money and supplies ur-
_ gently to reach those people;
however, it should also be real-
ized that the drought was only
the last straw. Many of these
people live on the edge of hun-
ger, in extreme poverty, all their
lives. They are on a knife-edge,
existing from day to day thanks
mainly to the efforts of women
who use all their energies to pro-
vide a fragile existence. Thisisa
hard, but precarious world and,
what people in some of the af-

fluent countries in the North
conveniently tend to forget, once
the pictures are no longer being
beamed into their sitting-room,
is that there is a fine between the
extreme poverty that represents
the daily existence of millions of
the world's population and dis-
aster and death.

While it is necessary to
recognize that this depressing
situation is a reality for hundreds
of millions of people, and that it
has been a global problem for
many years, it is also important
to realize that there is new hope
and that solutions are relatively
simple. The past 20 years of
research and analysis, with the
focus on women, has led to an
understanding of the underlying
causes of poverty, and has
pointed to the solutions. With
international and national will
committed to increasing the par-
ticipation of the hidden masses
in the process of sustainable de-
velopment and sufficient funds
to provide the necessary access
toeducation; appropriate trading
opportunities; loans on reason-
able terms; clean water; decent
housing; health facilities etc,,
poverty could finally be eradi-
cated. The upbeat tone of the
Human Development Report,
1993 »isareminder that the cold
war is over and that military
spending is declining; therefore,
it is time to use defence cuts 0
finance human development.

Making visible
the invisible

The issues surrounding

women living in developing
countries in or on the edge of
poverty -women who are usually
working in the informal sector -
are the focus of a book published
by the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO). Inher
introduction, the editor, Joycelin
Massiah, asks:

“Why are we, in 1989,
still asking the same
questions we askedin
1975 at the beginning
of the UN Decade for
Women? ... Women
in development is now
firmly entrenched on
the agenda of interna-
tional donoragencies.
.. Yet, planning au-
thorities are still reluc-
tant to accept gender

.as a development
planning issue.” 3/
Joycelin Massiah

Chapter HI of the book
is entitled, “The survival
strategies of poor families in
Ghana and the role of women
therein”, by Vicky Okine, and
provides a clear description,
not only of the important role
of women in the country’s
economy, through their lead-
ing role in the informal sector,
but also how, without them,
many households could not
survive.



“The majority of them are
small-holders producing
on a very small scale and
relatively unaffected by
developments in the use
of improved tools and
seeds. Theirinvolvement
in agricultural production
is often a struggle to pro-
vide enough just for their
households. Thisdoes not
encourage savings
against future consump-
tion, against economic
shocks and other hazards.
Yields are low and highly
determined by the
weather, yet women are
denied necessary support
by the state. Modern in-
puts, where available, are
too expensive for them.
The uncerainties in their
environment make it too
risky to try new methods of
production. They are
caught up in a typically ‘'no
exit situation in which poor
people, especially women,
are trapped’ [4]." 5/

The profile below de-
scribes the daily existence of
just one urban-based woman
living in Accra, but illustrates
the problems common to many.
Many such women are illiterate
orsemi-literate, and an increas-
ing number have broken mar-
riagesleaving themasthe heads
of their households. In some
households, all the women are
engaged in trading in order to
maintain a subsistence level.

“Madame Faustina, otherwise called Auntie Faustiis 35
years old and has had partial elementary school education. She
ives with her second husband with whom she has one child. She
had three children from her first marriage ... her husband lost his
job and the whole family has since had fo depend on her
enterprise to survive.

“She learnt how to sew but could afford neither a sewing
machine nor rent a place for sewing because she could not find
the necessary capital to start.

“She initially started trading in plantain but had to stop
because of financial difficulties. She now sells fish. Itis not too
profitable but at least she did not need much money to start; and
at the end of the day she has money fo buy food for her family.

“She is well known by the people from the village who

3 supply her fish. She therefore buys on credit. She goes to buy
i the fish on Wednesdays and returns to Accra on Fridays to sell
e what she could procure, She, in turn, credils the fish to her

customers. By the following Tuesday, all those who bought
some of her fish will have paid. The cycle thus begins again with
another journey to the fishing village. Auntie Fausti says she
does notuse any of the fish she sells because itis too expensive
for her. They cost between 600 to 1,000 cedis each while she
spends about 100 cedis on fish for her family. )

“From her sales she is able to obtain an average
weekly income of 3,000 cedis. This is what she and her
household live on. Apart from selling fish she has no other

job.

“Auntie Fausli does not have a stall and she does not

B want fo be arrested and to have her fish seized. Accordingly, she
& goes around the market in the evenings - after 4.00 pm fwhen the
% police are not on duty] to sell her fish on credit. She has to be
B oxtra careful about the way she organizes the sales.

“She gets home quite late - sometimes after 8.00 pm. By
this time, the elder child would have to take care of the younger
ones.

“Her situation is typically desperate. She sums up as

< follows: 'All the money | make | have to struggle really hard for'.
She nevertheless believes that one day she can make it. ‘God's
& time is the best', she said.” 8/




The significance of this
example is not to illustrate ex-
treme poverty. There are millions
of women and men living in more
extreme circumstances, with no
possibilities for receiving regu-
lar income from trade, however
it does serve to show the vulner-
ability of the poor and in par-
ticular of women and their
daughters burdened with do-
mestic duties and with nochance
to improve their productivity.
Mme. Faustina is surviving and
sustaining her family, however
this sustenance is fragile. There
is no security and should her
credit supplies be stopped, or the
police choose to hinder her
trading because of avoidance of
trading tax, or should she fall ill,
she and her family would be des-
titute. However, there is hope
for improvement.

Although millions of
people are living at this most
basic subsistence level and
working such long hours that
there is no time left for anything
but work, with appropriately
designed programmes, they
could easily be helped to reach
another level. They arenowina
survival trap and without spe-
cific projects that provide them
with better trading opportunities,
or with access to transport, or to
cooperatives or credit toimprove
their service, they will remain on
this most basic level of subsist-
ence.

A couple of success sto-
riesdescribed in Jeanne Vickers’
book, Women_and_the World

Economic Crisis, 7/illustrate how

effective low-cost, carefully de-
signed interventions can be. They
are summarized as follows:

Chorker fish smokers devel-
opedin Ghana, and used now
inothercountries, can smoke
10 times more fish than tra-
ditional smokers using the
same amount of firewood.
Assuming that the female
operators have access to
markets for their increased
productivity, the advantages
are obvious, not only to the
women but also to the envi-
ronment

The Kenyan Water for
Health Organization work-
ing with the Ngusuria com-
munity built a safe-water
system that eliminated the
need for women to walk 14
kilometres, a task that could
take up to seven hoursdaily.
It also provided power for a
maize mill and other im-
provements, which not only
gave women time to attend
courses in literacy, child and
health care, but also saved
them money.

Priority theme under
the heading of
development: women
in extreme poverty

The FEconomic and
SocialCouncil established, by its
resolution 1990/135, the priority

themes for each session of the
Commission on the Status of
Women to be held during the
period 1993-1996. The theme
forthe thirty-seventh sessionheld
at Vienna, in March 1993, under
the heading “Development” was:
“Women in extreme poverty: in-
tegration of women’s concerns
in national development plan-
ning”. It was suggested by the
recommendations and conclu-
sions arising from the first re-
view and appraisal of the imple-
mentation of the Nairobi For-
ward-looking Strategies, in
which it was stated:

“10. An economic envi-
ronment of growth with
equitable distribution,
both atthe national level
and in the international
economic system, is
essential, as is the rec-
ognition of women'’s full
participation.  The
feminization of poverty
reflects the underlying
structural problems
faced by women in the
midst of economic
change. Prevailing
economic policies atthe
national and interna-
tional levels have fre-
quently failedtotakeinto
account potential nega-
tive effects on women
or women's potential
contribution and have
accordingly not suc-
ceeded.




Recommendation
Vii.  In order to help

revitalize economic
growth, international
economicand social co-
operation, together with
sound economic poli-
cies, shouldbe pursued.
Structural adjustment
and other economic re-
form measures should
be designed and imple-
mented so as to pro-
mote the full participa-
tion of women inthe de-
velopment process,
while avoiding the
negative economic and
social effects. They
shouldbe accompanied
by policies giving
women equal access to
credit, productive in-
puts, markets and deci-
sion-making and this
should be incorporated
fully into national eco-
nomic policy and plan-
ning.” (See Council
resolution 1990/15, an-
nex, sect. 1.B.)

Seminar on women
in extreme poverty

In preparation for the
thirty-seventh session of the
Commission on the Status of
Women, the Division for the
Advancement of Women held a
seminar at Vienna, from9to0 12
November 1992, on the subject
of the priority theme.

The ideas and actions that
emerged from this seminar on
women in extreme poverty rep-
resent a continuum, building on
earlier meetingsorganized by the
Division. Those meetings had
already suggested that the issue
of WID should have a new, more
macro approachinits dimension.

Theresults of the seminar
constituted the majorinput to the
report of the Secretary-General
for the consideration of the Com-
mission on the Status of Women
at its thirty-seventh session,
which was very well received
(see below for excerpts), and are
also an important step in prepar-
ing the groundwork for discus-
sion of the issue of development
at the Fourth World Conference
on Women: Action for Equality,
Development and Peace to be
held in Beijing in 1995. This
work must also be seen in the
broader context of sustainable
development and is highly rel-
evant to the 1994 world survey
on the role of women in develop-
ment and the world summit for
social development in 19935.

The seminar on women
in extreme poverty had several
objectives. The first was to ex-
amine the process by which
poverty is generated and repro-
duced from a gender perspec-
tive. Particular emphasis was
placed on the destabilizing effects
of poverty, which brings with it
changes in the reproductive and
productive roles of men and
women in the household. The
focus was put on the
intergenerational reproduction of

poverty and its social costs. The
second objective was to examine
the role of different actors such
as the State, the market and the
community in a transformed de-
velopment process for alleviat-
ing poverty. This examination
should be based on a gender
analysis, i.e. the systematic ef-
fort to document and understand
the roles of men and women in
key areas such as productive and
reproductive activities, and ac-
cesstoand control overresources
and benefits, including social,
economic and environmental
factors.

The overall objective was
to make policy recommendations
to the Commission on the Status
of Women and other intergov-
ernmental and governmental
bodies and non-governmental
organizations concerned with
humanitarian assistance and de-
velopment programmes. The is-
sue of poverty needs to be given
top priority by all, from commu-
nity-based organizations, local,
sub-national and national Gov-
ernments, international agencies,
intergovernmental bodies, non-
governmental organizations,
special interest groups to bilat-
eral and multilateral agencies. In
particular, specific consideration
should be given to poor women
whose voices have had the least
impact on policy makers.

The seminar brought to-
gether experts from different re-
gions of the world to discuss the
differences in the patterns of
poverty and to try to identify the
general patterns that all regions



share. This analysis of ects that poverty has on the ad-  for women to development will
commonality has served torein-  vancement of women. Without  also not be solved.

force the global nature of the solving poverty, other problems A list of participants who
problem and to highlight theef relating to the equality of access  presented papersis given below.

Bola Akanji, Nigerian Institute for Social and Economic Research, Ibadan,
Nigeria: “A framework for the analysis female ultra-poverty and the integration of
women in development: African perspective”.

_ Patricia Alailima, Director, Human Resources Development Division, Min-
istry of Policy Planning and Implementation, Sri Lanka: “The inte gration of women
in extreme poverty in development, the Sri Lanka experience”.

Mayra Buvinic, International Centre for Research on Women, Washington,
D.C., United States of America: “The costs and benefits of targeting poor worman-

headed households and woman-maintained families in developing countries” (prepared
with Geeta Rao Gupta).

Maria del Carmen Feijoo, Buenos Aires, Argentina: “Integration of wom-
en’s concerns in national development planning: the Argentine experience”.

Noleen Heyzer, Programme Coordinator, Women in Development, The Asian
and Pacific Development Centre, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia: “Gender, economic
growth and poverty”.

Devaki Jain, Institute of Social Studies Trust, Bangalore, India: “Women in
extreme poverty (WEP) and the global political economy - the intersections”.

Molly Pollack, Consultant, ¢/o Economic Commission for Latin America and
the l(cffclribl:»eam, Santiago, Chile: “Equitable integration of women in the labour
market”.

Julia Szalai, Institute of Sociology, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Buda-
pest, Hungary: “Some theoretical considerations on the prevailing concepts of
poverty: the difficulties of international comparison”.

Zenebeworke Tadesse, Deputy Executive Director, ¢/o Council for the De-
velopment of Social Science Research in Africa, Dakar, Senegal: “Notes on the
gender dimensions of poverty in Africa”.

Taghrid Khuri Tubbeh, Amman, Jordan: “Women in extreme poverty”.




The excerpts below are
from the papers presented by
the two consultants at the
seminar, Diane Elson, Faculty
of Economic and Social Stud-
ies, University of Manchester,
United Kingdom of Great Brit-
ain and Northern Ireland, and
Naila Kabeer, Institute of De-
velopment Studies, University
of Susex, United Kingdom.

“Public action,
poverty and
development: A gender
aware analysis”by
Diane Elson

“It is generally agreed
that millions of people are liv-
ing in poverty and that some
kind of policy response is im-
perative. It is also agreed that
women are disproportionately
represented among the poor, a
fact highlighted by two of the
most influential and compre-
hensive recent publications on
world poverty, the UNDP Hu-
manDevelopment Report, 1990,
and the World Bank World De-
velopment Report on Poverty,

1990.

" ... poverty has a de-
cided gender bias. A
large proportion of
poor households are
headed by women,

especially in rural Af-
rica and the urban
slums of Latin America.
Female members of a
poor household are
often worse off than
male members be-
cause of gender-based
differences in the dis-
tribution of food and
other entitlements
within the family.’
(UNDP, 1990, p. 22)

“The weight
of poverty falls most
heavily on certain
groups. Women in
general are disadvan-
taged. In poor house-
holds they often shoul-
der more of the work-
loadthanmen, are less
educated, and have
less access to remu-
nerative activities.’
(World Bank, 1990,

p. 2).

“However, the strategies
recommended for poverty alle-
viation are not based on analysis
that systematically takes into ac-
count gender relations and the
way they are biased against
women. It is generally agreed
that important contributions to
reducing poverty can be made
through the interacting opera-
tions of state agencies, markets,
and community networks and
organisations. But the potential

for gender bias in these opera-

tions, and the need to remove

such bias if women’s poverty is
to be effectively alleviated is not
systematically addressed.” 8/

Elson’s aim is to provide
a gender-aware analysis of some
frameworks for poverty allevia-
tion, advocating an approach that
draws on the concept of public
action, as put forward by Dreze
and Sen in their book on hun-
ger (1989). 9/

“.. akey issue in
effective responses to
women’s poverty is the
ability of women' s groups
to intervene in the inter-
acting operations of state
agencies, markets and
community networks and
institutions, mobilising,
pressurising, educating
and organising to
strengthenpoorwomen's
command over re-
sources, beginning with
command over their own
persons and their own
labour.”8/

In her paper, Elson goes
on to consider three influential
approaches to policies on pov-
erty: by the United Nations De-
velopment Programme (UNDP),
the World Bank and the World
Institute for Development Eco-
nomics Research (WIDER),
paying particular attention fo
theirrecommendations aboutthe
role of markets, States and com-
munities.



« .. Threefeatures of this World
Bank World Development Re-
port seem particularly worthy
of comment. Firstly,itassumes
that markets left to themselves
are capable of generating, in
the long run, sufficient remu-
nerative employment opportu-
nities to lift all the able-bodied
out of poverty. Itisbasedona
highdegree of marketoptimism.
Secondly, it assumes that peo-
ple and their labour can be
treated as detachable from one
another. Labour, ‘the poor's
most abundant asset' (p. 3}, is
regarded as a separable asset

| like physical capital (ma-
\ chines); capable of being
s bought and sold and accumu-
4 lated in the same way as ma-
| chines. This is most explicit in
§ theuse of the conceptof "human
| capital’ to refer to strength and
| skills. Just like machines, la-
bour is valued for the income it
can yield; and its contribution
o people’ swell-being is via the
commodities that this income
can buy (or be embodied in).
The ‘productive use of labour’
is not evaluated in terms of the

capacities, but only in terms of
the output that this produces
and the satisfaction (utility) this
output gives to those who con-
sume it. Thus the relation be-
tween a person and the work
they do is depersonalized, and
the labour is not treated as a
human gctivity but as an alien-
able asset. Thirdly, the com-
munityis treatedinacompletely
depoliticised way and local
participation is conceived very
much in managerial terms. The
political process and ‘consid-
erations of political economy’
are treated quite separately, as
something that happens at the
national level. The political
process is presented in terms of
a ‘real politik’ inwhich people
aremotivated interms of imme-
diate material interest, so that
policies to benefit the poor are
only acceptable to the non-poor
ifthe non-poor benefittoo.” 10/

10

According to Elson, the
Human Development Report of
UNDP differs from the World
Bank Report, because, first,
while stressing the importance
of markets, there is less opti-
mism about the implications of
deregulated markets; it talks in
terms of using rather than free-
ing markets. However the Report
of UNDP is notably silent on the
question of marketorganization.
Secondly, human capabilities are
not treated as instruments de-
tachable from human beings and
thirdly, the political dimension
is treated in terms of the rela-
tionship between the people and
the Government, and not the re-
lationship between the poor and
the non-poor. However,

“A surprising omission
is recognition of the role in hu-
man development of women's
unpaidwork of carefor children,
the old and sick, and, what is
often forgotten, able-bodied
adult males too. ... with no
mention that a major input is
women's unpaid domestic la-
bour.” 11/

Neglect of this role of
women means that the Report of
UNDP does not get to the roots
of gender inequality in the way
in which women are socially as-
signed the indispensable nurtur-
ing role in human development,
and yet are not assigned control
over the resources necessary to
discharge this role.

“The mixture of markets,
planning, and community self-
help groups advocated by the
UNDP Report does not get to the
roots of women’s poverty, be-
cause, despite the protestations
about its human-centred values,
it has a gender-blind and techno-
craticanalysis of thewayinwhich
human capacities are themselves
produced. The idea of a national
planfor humandevelopmentasa
focus for action has much to
commend it. But any worthwhile
national plan for human devel-
opment must take into account
the demands made on the time of
women to nurture others, andthe
resources made available to
women to do this. The pressures
on the time of poor women who
have children are extireme, and
relieving that time pressure
should be one of the key objectives

of policy.” 13/
Similarly, Elson maintains:

“Dreze and Sen miss the
opportunity to situate the
specificity of women’s poverty
as fundamentally a matter of
gender bias in entitlements. .. It
is not simply lack of employment
opportunities that constrains
women to endure intra-house-
hold inequality, in many cases it
is also the threat or actuality of
violence or losing their children.
Women' s poverty is deeper than
that of men because women are
not able to exercise rights of
ownership and use of resources,
including labour, to the same
degree as men.
(Kabeer, 1991) [121.” 1%/



The paperconcludes with
a set of guidelines for public ac-
tionto strengthen the entitlements
of poor women. Elson contends
that, although there is consider-
able concern to target resources
on women, and many schemes
have already been introduced to
promote economic opportunities
for them, which have benefited
poor women, the approach has
been piecemeal and does not go
to the heart of the matter. One
specific suggestion from Elson,
in response to the World Bank’s
concept of human capital, is:

“The kind of market op-
portunities that poor women
should have a right to are those
that recognise them as human
beings with rights and capabili-
ties and responsibilities. Evenin
the absence of overt discrimina-
tion, market opportunities which
tend to reduce women to units of
‘human capital’; which fail to
recognise their domestic re-
sponsibilities; which do nothing
to offset the weak bargaining po-
sition of poor women in ‘co-op-
erative conflicts’; such opportu-
nities are inadequate, even ex-
ploitative.” 14/

“Women in poverty: are-
view of concepts and find-
ings’’ by Naila Kabeer

Kabeer also refers to the
recent constructive initiatives by
UNDP and the World Bank etc.
and reiterates the need fora gen-
derdimension, butsaysthatthere

"

is a need for a sea change in
policy formulation. The fol-
lowing excerpt is from her con-
clusion: policy strategies for
women in poverty:

“Despite the complexi-
ties of collecting and interpret-
ing dara on women's poverty in
the different contexts, the analy-
sis of its causes is relatively
simple. Women are poor be-
cause they are disadvantaged, in
relation to their male family
members, in the satisfaction of
their basic needs and in their
daccess 1o independent means for
satisfying these needs. Strategies
Jor addressing it are corre-
spondingly relatively straight-
forward to formulate, burmay be
more politically difficult to im-
plement if seen as explicitly fa-
vouring women. Here the possi-
bility of using women’ s practical
needs as a means of advancing
their longer term strategic inter-
ests appears a more politically
feasible solution. The twin-track
strategy for poverty alleviation
put forward by the World Bank
inits 1990 report, basically con-
sisting of labour intensive growth
plus social services, contains
certain promising implications
for poor women provided it is
given a gender-sensitive inter-
pretation.

“First of all, it ap-
pears that time and
energy constraints are
particularly binding for
poorerwomenbecause

of their double involve-
ment in making a living
and building a family.
At the same time, la-
bour power is the sin-
gle most important re-
source at the disposal
of poor women - and
men. Given both the
long hours of work that
poor women are al-
ready engaged in, and
their greater tendency
to engage in income-
earning activities, they
will benefit from labour-
intensive growth pro-
vided efforts are made
to address their disad-
vantages in the labour
[market]. We have
seen from India, a re-
gion with fairly rigid
prescriptions about the
gender division of la-
bour, the extent to
which poverty, on the
one hand, and in-
creased demand for
labouron the other has
helped to weaken arnd
even erode gender-
based restrictions
among the landless, at
leastas faras making a
livingis concerned.The
point is that poor
women are maost likely
to respond to labour
opportunities butiftheir
prior domestic respon-
sibilities are not ad-
dressed, this may be
achieved only through
furtherintensification of
their workloads.



“The problem
with past efforts to as-
sist women in their fa-
milial roles was its
‘welfarism’, the provi-
sion of welfare goods
such as health serv-
ices, education and
family planning to
women as passive de-
pendants of the state.
It is necessary to move
away from this confu-
sion between welfare
and welfarism. Given
the emphasisinthe new
poverly agenda on the
importance of the hu-
man capabilities of the
poor, investments in
social services need to
be reenvisagedas criti-
cal investments in the
human resource ca-
pacity of the nation and
in the loosening of
women's time con-
straint.

“However, provi-
sion of services does
not guarantee their
take-up. More carefully
planned provision of
social services targeted
to poorer areas and
classes are a first step
inensuring thatwomen
benefit from these
services. A second
step is to ensure that
they are consulted in
the planning of these
services. Participation
atall levels by potential
users of scarce re-
sources is likely to
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make the most cost-ef-
fective use of scarce
resources by guarding
against the provision of
inappropriately de-
signed services, em-
bodying misplaced as-
sumptions about wom-
en’s needs.

“Similarly, mak-
ing labour markets
more accessible to
women rather than
creating women-only
income generating
projects would also not
only have greater
transformation poten-
tialforwomen’sposition
within the family, but
wouldagain bypass the
need for singling
women out for women-
specific interventions
which have had a poor
record in the past. Itis
in the longer-term in-
terests of all women,
but poor women in
particular, that their
needs and capabilities
are incorporated into
strategies for labour-
intensive growth from
their inception, rather
than being incomporated
as a footnote when it
becomes clearthatthey
are not benefiting from
the new forms of
growth. Key policy in-
terventions here arethe
publicprovision of child
care facilities or the
provision of resources
to women's community

organisations to assist
themindesigning ways
of meeting their child
care needs.

“All of this re-
quires a sea change in
the formulation, design,
planning and imple-
mentation of the new
poverty agenda.
Policymakers, includ-
ing the authors of the
World Bank new strat-
egy, may have recog-
nised that the ‘effi-
ciency’ approach ... re-
quires recognition of
women's productive
capacity. However
poor women either
continue to be sub-
sumed within the cat-
egories of ‘the poor
when broader policy is-
sues are being dis-
cussed or else brought
in as a special category
requiring special inter-
ventions once the
broader policy issues
have been decided.
Womeninpoverty have
shown considerable
resourcefulness and
initiative in compensat-
ing for their exclusion
from the resources of
the market and the
state. They have
formedtheirown labour
andcreditassociations,
created community-
based kitchens to re-
lease them from their
domestic responsibili-
ties, lobbied for social



infrastructure fromtheir
local authorities and
resisted official at-
tempts to encroach on
their customary entitle-
ments through ill in-
formed projects andin-
equitable laws, Despite
alltheirdisadvantages,
they contribute the
major proportion of the
income of poorer
households and they
ensure the wellbeing of
their children in much
of the world. The new
poverty agenda needs
to begin from a recog-
nition of women’'s
achievements, nottheir
neediness, and it
should aim at enhanc-
ing wormen’s capabili-
ties, not their depend-
ence.”

Excerpts from the report
of the Secretary-General
to the Commission
on the Status of Women
at its thirty-seventh
session*

The meaning and
measurement of poverty

“Itisimportantto clarify
some of the different meanings
given to the concept of poverty.
A useful starting point for think-
ing about poverty Is the concept
ofdeprivation. the poor are those
who are deprived of basic human
needs. Like otherimportant con-
cepts of development, the notion
of poverty contains a distinction
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betweenmeans and ends. It can-
not be identified exclusively ei-
ther with deprivation itself or
with the lack of means to escape
deprivation.

“The conven-
tional economic ap-
proach has been to fo-
cus on the ‘means’ as-
pect of poverty. It has
been entirely con-
cerned with the suffi-
ciency of household
income in achieving a
satisfactory level of
welfare; how house-
holds choose to use
their incomes is seen
asamatterofindividual
choice rather than an
issue of poverty. In
order fo define a 'satis-
factory’level of welfare,
itis necessary to make
certain judgments re-
lating to the constitu-
ents of both absolute
and relative levels of
poverty. Absolute lev-
els refer to the depriva-
tion of certain basic
needs, which have fo
be met regardiess of
the social context. All
needs relatedto human
survival - food, water,
shelter, fuel - may be
seen as making up this
minimum bundle of
needs. A poverty line
based on the level of
income necessary to
purchase this bundle of
goods is an example of
anabsolute measure of
poverty. Relative pov-

erny, on the other hand,
is defined by the gen-
eral standardoflivingin
a given context. It re-
lates to the level of
needs considered to
conslitute an accept-
able standard of living
in a particular society
andistherefore likely to
rise with an overall rise
inthe standard of living.

”n

Gender and entitlement
systems

“[Entitlements] are
concerned with command
over lahour, opportunities for
the productive use of labour,
returns on labour and control
over these returns. As a
general rule, women are less
able than men to command
the labour power necessary
to activate or sustain inde-
pendent forms of production.
They have fewer options in
the labour market because
their prior responsibilities
within the home make them
less mobile and investments
in the labour market tendto be
lower. Returns ontheirlabour
arealso lower - partly because
of direct discrimination, partly
because they have fewer
marketable skills and partly
because of imperfections in
market forces, which confine
them to less well paid and
more casual segments of the

*E/CN.6/1993/3



labour market. Finally, women
are more likely to be found in
forms of labour processes where
either their contribution is sub-
sumed within an overall process
that is controlled by men or else
marketing of their produce and
hence control over it passes 1o
men....."

“Thus, labour-
based entitlement sys-
tems are unfair to
women in a number of
different ways. For
example, women are at
a disadvantage as a
result of non-reciprocal
labour arrangements
with male household
members,
subsumption in male-
controlled production
processes, norms that
restrict their access to
paid labour, and a
smaller cash income
and hence the inability
to hire labour.

“Negative
synergy associated
with female poverly lies
in the combination of
their dual responsibili-
ties in family formation
and family livelihood
strategies. Having to
eamn a living and care
for other family mem-
bers simultaneously
explains why time-allo-
cation studies from
much ofthe world show
that women generally
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work longer hours than
men when their unpaid
domaestic labour is
taken into account.

“The official sta-
tistics on female par-
ticipation in the labour
force, however, only
capture some dimen-
sions of women's work
and notthe full range of
tasksthat they perform.
The statistics usually
indicate how much of
this work is ineconomic
activity as convention-
ally defined. ...”

“Throughout the
world, gender differen-
tials in returns on la-
bour are considerable.
Women's disadvan-
tages within the labour
market - poorer health
and education, child-
bearing and child-
rearing responsibilities,
and a lower capacity to
raise their wages
through enhanced hu-
man capital - make it
more difficult for them
to move fromone job or
area to another.

“Along  with
women’'s disadvan-
taged entitlements
within the household
and labour markets,
there is some evidence
fo suggest they have
also beendiscriminated
against in their entitle-
ments to officially dis-

tributedresources. The
assumption of male
headship of unified
householdunits hasled
to the distribution ofirri-
gated land, agricultural
extension advice and
credit to male heads,
with a disregard for the
interests of women
within households or of
households headed by
females.”

Conclusions and_recom-
mendations

“The issue of poverty
continues to be amajor challenge
for the international community,
Governments and the people
themselves, [Its eradication is
one of the three themes for the
World Summit on Social Devel-
opment to be held in 1993, a
major objective of the Interna-
tional Development Strategy for
the Fourth United Nations De-
velopment Decade (General As-
sembly resolution 45199, annex)
and a significant component of
Agenda 21,* adopted by the
United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development.

*Thetextof Agenda2lissetoutin
volumes I-111 of the report of the United
Nations Conference or Environment
and Development, held at Rio de Ja-
neiro from 3 to 14 June 1992 (A/
CONF.151/26). The final version of
the report will be issued as a United

Nations sales publication.



“There is a
growing awareness
that poverty in general,
and extreme poverty in
particular, has a signifi-
cantgenderdimension.
This gender dimension
helps to explain why
and how women and
men experience pov-
erty differently and un-
equally and become
impoverished through
processes that may
differ. If differences
between women and
men are not taken into
account, the causes of
poverty cannot be ad-
equately understoodor
dealt with by public
action.

“Women are in
a more disadvantaged
position because of
theirdual need to make
a living and to provide
care for family mem-
bers, tasks that are not
equitably shared. De-
mands on time and
energy are particularly
constrictive for women
livingin poverty, astheir
labour is the single
mostimportant re-
source attheirdisposal.
The neglect of human
reproductive activities
- by societyand espe-
cially the lack of a le-
gitimate articulation
between production
and reproduction con-
stitute the core of gen-
der inequality, which
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affect women in gen-
eral and women in
poverty specifically.
These circumstances
are aggravated when,
because of external
economic factors orthe
absence of a spouse,
the woman becomes
the soleincome-earner
in the household. In
addition, the availabil-
ity of means at the
household level to sat-
isfy the needs of all its
members s often
based on entitlements
that are not equitably
available fo men and
women.

“‘Both women
andmen are subject to
macro-economic fac-
tors relating to income
earning and distribu-
tion. The gender di-
mension, at a micro-
economic level, affects
women and men dif-
ferently. It also con-
tributes to  an
intergenerational
transmission of pov-
ery.

“In the past, as-
sistance to poor
women yis-a-vis their
family roles was pri-
marily in the form of
public goods such as
health services, edu-
cation and family plan-
ning. These services
were often accompa-
nied, however, by the

attitude that women
were passive depend-
ants of the State, and
they often embodied
misplaced assump-
tions about women’s
real needs. Incontrast,
social services should
be seenasinvestments
in women's capacity to
be a productive and
equitably remunerated
part of the economy
and, tocometothecore
of the issue, they
should be aimed at
easing the constraints
on women'’s time and
the demands on their
energy.

“To change the
concept of public pro-
grammes implies ex-
amining the capacity of
the State to deal with
poverty and its central
role, together with the
market and the com-
munity, in bringing
about economic and
social change. It also
implies a clear under-
standing of the rela-
tionship between the
individual and the
household when deal-
ing with poverty. Pro-
grammes need [o take
into account the differ-
ent needs and entitle-
ments of different
members of the
household and the dis-
tribution of resources
between them.



“Governments
and the international
community should
promote change in the
formulation, design,
planning and imple-
mentation of a new
poverly agenda, which
shouldinclude the rec-
ognition of women as
principal economic ac-
tors and enable them
to realize their un-
tapped potential. In
orderto meetthegoals
ofequity and efficiency
underlying current de-
velopment thinking,
significantchangesare
required in the way in
which they are ap-
proached. These
changes shouldrepre-
senta majorchallenge
to society.

“Governments
should promote social
innovation that seeks
to establish new insti-
tutions and new rules
ofbehaviour, interalia
by bringing hitherto
accepted social norms
and standards into line
with reality. Policies
that support a tradi-
tionaldivision of labour
based on gender
should be questioned
in view of their effects
on fertility rates, female
participation in the la-
bour force and equal-
ity of men and women
in the labour market.
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“Policies and
programmes shouldbe
adopted to empower
women fo become ac-
tive agents in shaping
the ongoing process,
including a redefinition
oftheinterrelationships
between the social,
economic and political
factors that currently
inhibit women's par-
ticipation and life
choices. A new per-
spective should be
applied to the causes
of inequality and men
should be encouraged
to examine the mean-
ing of equality for their
own life patterns and

identity, including such -

factors as the emo-
tional rewards to be
derived from caring for
their children. Society
as a whole will benefit
from an integrated
policy strategy of this
kind,

“Opportunities to
enhance both eco-
nomic efficiency and
gender equity should
take into account the
multiple influences of
the structural forces at
play and the specific
circumstances in each
country. There is sig-
nificant  diversity
amongst countries, in
terms of both the eco-
nomic integration of
women (status of
women) andindustrial,

labour market, sccial,
political and cuitural
structures.

“The recom-
mendations made at
the seminar should be
carefully studied and
widely disseminated.
They should be taken
into account in the dis-
cussions on the prepa-
ration of the World
Summit on Social De-
velopment, as well as
in the Fourth World
Conference on
Women: Action for
Equality, Development
and Peace. They
should also be taken
into accountby organi-
zations of the United
Nations system when
they are designing and
implementing opera-
tional programmes for
the eradication of pov-
eny.”
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Statement by Gertrude Mongella,
Secretary-General of the
Fourth World Conference on Women:
Action for Equality, Development
and Peace, to the
Cominission on the Status of Women
at its thirty-seventh session

“The Beijing Conference will be another milestone for women.
The Conference will take place 50 years after the United Nations set its global
objectives, one of which was to obiain the equal rights of men and women. It
will also be an opportunity to see how far we have travelled toward achieving
the objectives for the advancement of women 20 years after the Mexico City
conference which launched the United Nations Decade for Women, and
defined a first World Plan for Action to promote the equality of women and
their contribution to development and peace. It will alse be an opportunity to
see how far, from a gender perspective, the United Nations has gone towards
achieving the global goals of equality, development and peace.

“The reference point for the Conference in 1995 will be the
Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies, which remain ro date the most detailed
expression of the international community’ s position on the advancement of
women, intended 1o be implemented by the year 2000 ... it is also necessary to
underscore the unprecedented changes that have occurred since 1985 and to
recognize how they affect the situation of women and how theyat the same time
credate opportunities for women's advancement ...

“In our preparatory work for the Beijing Conference, we must
acknowledge the conceptual shift that has occurred over the past decade: the
emphasis is no longer on women's issues, but rather on applying a gender
perspective to global issues. Our focus should be 1o see how women are
affected by global problems and how they themselves can bring about
solutions to these problems. We can be proud that women have already
mobilized around many of these issues and we can draw strength from what

8 has been achieved and value the lessons learned. But if we are to move into

B8 (hc twenty-first centurywith confidence, we will have tomaintain the momentum

and continue our efforts at eachof the other conferences which will take place
between now and 1935.

“In the follow-up to the 1992 United Nations Conference on

W Environment and Development, it will mean ensuring that the gender dimen-

§ sions that are found throughout Agenda 21 are kept in mind and the relevant

i provisions implemented.

"The International Conference on Population and Develop-
ment in 1994 musi clearly set out gender dimensions of population growthand
movement. ‘

“The World Summit on Social Development in 1995 must
clearly define the policies that States, the market and the community should
Jfollow to alleviate poverty, achieve social integration and productive employ-
ment for women ...

“[The Fourth World Conference] should create the impetusin
society for women to move forward, well equipped to meet the challenges and
demands of the twenty-first century for scientific, technological, economic

| and political development ... .

“We must recall that there are only seven years remaining

| before the year 2000 and two of those will elapse as we prepare for Beljing ™

Linking with other
agendas and agencies:
the mainstreamin
of gender

Ms. Mongella talks of the
conceptual shift of the last dec-
ade and the global nature of the
problems. There is increasing
evidence, judging by the agendas
for the major United Nations
conferences, of a concerted ap-
proach thatintegrates genderbias
asitaffects women and men, and
of the acceptance of a new chal-
lenge. The section below focuses
on some recent publications and
statements that illustrate the
conceptual shift in this collabo-
rative approach.

The issue of women and
poverty cannot be considered in
isolation since it impinges on
many other priorities, as illus-
trated by the provisional agenda
for the thirty-eighth session of
the Commission of the Status of
Women. The rather complex
title of the second priority theme
under the same heading of “De-
velopment” highlights the inter-
relating socio-economic factors
that affect women in urban areas
and the need to share the exper-
tise from various United Nations
bodies: “Women in urban areas:
population, nutrition and health
factors for women in develop-
ment, including migration, drug
consumption and AIDS”. The
theme will have to synthesize the
research findings and the experi-
ence from a variety of sectors
and will further consolidate the



need to take a broader and more
realistic view of the impediments
to the advancement of women
and the causes of poverty.

“... the essence of popu-
lation increase will take place in
urban areas over the next dec-
ades. The urban population in
developing countries is expected
to more than double between
1990 and 2020, representing an
increase estimated at over 2
billionpeople. The magniwude of
the phenomenon is illustrated by
the fact that the total urban
population in developing coun-
tries in 2020 will be as large as
was the total world population,
i.e.rural andurban, indeveloped
and developing countries in
1965.” (EICN.6/1993/CRP 1)

This population aspect of
WID has also been elaborated in
a discussion note entitled “Gen-
der perspective in family plan-
ning programmes’, which was
prepared by the Division for the
Advancement of Women for the
Expert Group Meeting on Fam-
ily Planning, Health and Family
Well-being, held at Bangalore,
India, 26-30 October 1992, and
organized by the Population Di-
vision of the Department of
Economic and Social Develop-
ment in consultation with the
United Nations Population Fund
(UNFPA). In the note, itis said:

“Economic development
in tandem with distribution of
resources and the political will
to raise the status of women, are
important factors for reducing
ferdlityinthe long run. Although
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this has been recognized in
theory, ithas onlybeeniranslated
into practice to a limited extent
infamily planning service deliv-
ery. Far too often programmes
still operate in a ‘gender-
vacuum’; to a grear extent ig-
noring the underlying factors
which cause women to voluntar-
ily or involuntarily give birth to
many children, thus attempting
to cure rather than prevent.

“.. Due to their
lower status, women
often end up being
more or less economi-
cally dependentonmen
all through their lives,
whether on male rela-
tives, husbands or

partners. This leaves .

women with reduced
bargaining power and
little influence on deci-
sion-making. ...

“In order to be
effectiveinthe long run,
family planning pro-
grammes should not
only focus on attempt-
ing to reduce fertility
within existing gender
roles, but rather on
changing gender roles
in order to reduce fertil-

ity....

"A gender-sen-
sitive approach to fam-
ily planning could lead
to considering integrat-
ing several new vari-
ables in these pro-
grammes. Limiting

family planning pro-
grammes to the as-
pects of fertility is not
enough, instead links
between the status of
women and, forexam-
ple, education, sala-
ried employment and
migration will have to
be identified and deait
with. By applying a
gender perspective to
each of the traditional
variables, i.e. fertility,
migration and mortal-
ity, one could gain new
insights and find ways
foimprove policies and
programmes.”

UNFPA is another
United Nationsorganization that
is developing a new awareness
of the need for a gender di-
mension. The interconnections
between poverty, over-popula-
tion and the inequality of
women’s status are considered
in an article that appeared in the
magazine of UNFPA. The arti-
cle emphasizes the need to take
into account different socio-
economic and development
perspectives and to include an
analysis of gender discrimina-
tion in order to tackle the
population problem.

“The short-sighted
separation of demographic
goals from other development
efforts is a serious setback for
the human rights of hundreds of
millions of women who lack
access to adequate nutrition,
education, legal rights, income
earning opportunities, and the



promise of increasing personal
autonomy. The objective of re-
ducing population growth is
critical to reversing the deterio-
ration of both human and envi-
ronmental health. But develop-
ment strategies that fail to ad-
dress the root cause of the
population problem will render
this objective unreachable.

“From food pro-
duction to control over
income, indicationis are
that the position of
women within subsist-
ence economies is
growing increasingly
insecure. Women have
fewer and fewer re-
sources within their
control, and are having
to make the lrade-offs
necessary to survive
under increasingly de-
manding circum-
stances. To save time
and energy, for exam-
ple, they are forced to
switch to less labour-
or fuel-intensive crops
or foods, although this
offen means less nutri-
tion.

“The growing
time constraints im-
posedonwomenby the
longer hours they must
work to make ends
meetlowers their status
and keeps birth rates
high. When they can
no longer add to their
own labour burdens,
women lean more
heavily on the contri-
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butions oftheir children
-especially gitls. Infact,
the increasing ten-
dency to keep girls out
of school to help with
their mothers’ work vir-
tually ensures that an-
other generation of fe-
males will grow up with
lesser prospects than
their brothers.

“..Thereare 5.5
billion people in the
world today. Current
estimates put the total
at 10 billion by 2050, a
near doubling in just
over 50 years. Ninety-
seven per cent of this
population growth will
take place in the poor-
est countries.

“.. There is no
doubt that more and
better family planning
programmes delivered
in conjunction with
broader reproductive
health services, will
vastly improve the
health of women world-
wide. They also may
contribute o a more
rapid reduction in birth
rates by enabling
women to exercise their
humanrighttoplantheir
families. But without
dramaticchangesinthe
theory and practice of
‘development’, these
programmes cannot,
and will not, reduce
poverty or remedy the
growing conflicts be-

tween human
populations and the
environment.

“One reason is
that many of the prob-
lems attributed to
population growth -
such as deforestation
anddesertification - are
less connected to
population per se
growth than to the gov-
ernment policies de-
signedtoprotect vested
interests, including
those of the state itself.
Another is that these
same policies are
heavily reliant on the
‘shadow subsidies’ of
undervalued female la-
bour and discounted
natural resources to
promote unsustainable
economic growth, and
further reinforce wom-
en's need for children.

“.. The strate-
gies needed to make
wornen equal partners
in society are complex
and require a kind of
sustained political
comrmitrent not abun-
dantly present in many
governments. The
rapid pace of popula-
tiongrowth, in contrast,
ignites support for
short-cuts such as
family planning pro-
grammes based on
narrow demographic
objectives. Developing



world women, over-
whelmingly poor and
lacking political clout,
too often hecome the
first targets of popula-
tion ‘control’

“.. The inability
of womento obtain land
and other productive
resources means they
must marry and pro-
duce sons; their grow-
ing time constraints and
family responsibilities
reinforce their reliance
on daughters.

“.. Nopopuliation
policy alone can make
up for the decades of
economic and devel-
opment strategies that
ignored the needs of
the poor, the limits of
the environment and
the over-consumption
ofthe few. In assigning
rights and duties, the
emphasis is too often
placed on the obliga-
tions ofcouplesto have
smaller families, and
too rarely on the duties
of governments to en-
sure that their people
have the resources re-
quired to meet basic
needs -despite the fact
that poverty among
women s the major
cause of rapid popula-
tion growth.” 15/
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The restrictions that pov-
erty is imposing on progress to-
wards equal rights for women
was also recognized in discus-
sion concerning another of the
priority themes to be considered
at the thirty-eighth session of the
Commission on the Status of
Women; namely, equal pay for
work of equal value, including
methodologies for measurement
of pay inequities and work in the
informal sector under the head-
ing of “Equality”.

“Comparableworthalso
promises a potentially funda-
mental transformation of wom-
en's lives by enhancing their ca-
pacity to support themselves and
their dependents in a time of
deepening female poverty.” The
importance of women's eco-
nomic autonomy is not only be-
cause of the threat of poverty but
also because it would allow
women to make life choices more
freely (e.g. education, work and
marriage). Implicitis the recog-
nition that independent support
is the foundation for full citizen-
ship and participation in the
broader community.

“Although there
has been some
progress, social and
economic changes
such as world eco-
nomic recession, the
move to informal sec-
tors and to part-time
employment has re-
newed the problems.”
(E/CN.6/1993/CRP.1)

United Nations Confer-
ence on Environment and

Developmentand
UNIFEM

The United Nations Con-
ference on Environment and
Development, held at Rio de Ja-
neiro in June 1992, also high-
lighted many of these interrelat-
ing issues, which will be fol-
lowed up in the preparations for
the forthcoming Fourth World
Conference on Women and the
World Summit on Social Devel-
opment to be held in 1995,

As a result of the Rio
Conference, the concept of sus-
tainable development is now
well-established; however, the
Conference also provided an
opportunity for the
mainstreaming of women’s con-
cerns as an integral part of de-
velopment if it is to be truly
sustainable. Inorder toillustrate
the connections with women’s
development, UNIFEM has co-
sponsored a publication, the pur-
pose of which is to serve as an
easy reference to the recommen-
dations in Agenda 21 that spe-
cifically mention women and
their role in achieving sustain-
able development. Forexample:

“3.5 ... In general, design pro-
grammes should:

“(c) Containalong-term
strategy aimed at establishing
the best possible conditions for
sustainable local, regional and
national development that would
eliminate poverty and reduce the



inequalities between various
population groups. It should
assist the most disadvantaged
groups - in particular women,
children and youth within those
groups - and refugees. The
groups will include poor small-
holders, pastoralists, artisans,
fishing communities, landless
people, indigenous communities
and the urban informal sector.

“3.7 ... Governments, in coop-
eration with appropriate inter-
national and non-governmental
organizations, should support a
community-driven approach to
sustainability, which would in-
clude, inter alia: (a) Empower-
ing women through full partici-
pation in decision-making."

The publication goes on
to highlight all the measures that
need to be taken to encourage
sustainable development while

ensuring the advancement of

women. The emphasis is on the
need for an awareness of gender
bias. The Conference empha-
sized that gender considerations
should be integrated into all
policies, programmes and ac-
tivities.

UNDP

UNDP is also demon-
strating a clear commitment to a
gender approach to WID. It is
collaborating with UNIFEM on
developing a Regional Gender
Strategy within its regional pro-
gramme for Africa that will in-
clude “genderizing” some of Af-
rica’s regional training institu-
tions.
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“UNDP is focusing on
developing and strengthening
human and institutional capaci-
ties that enhance mainstreaming
of women and women’s issues.
Areas of capacity building so far
identified include: gender
planning; disaggregation of sta-
tistics by gender; gender train-
ing as bothamainstreaming tool
and as an empowering tool;
participation; group formation
andnerworking. Inthis aspectof
our work we are particularly fo-
cusing on identification of new
rechniques and methodologies
for women's development.” 16/

The disaggregated statis-
tics in the Human Development
Report, 1993, 2/ provide inter-

esting data on gender disparities.
For example, Japan is top of the
Human Development Index
(HD1) overall, but when the HDI
is adjusted to reflect the status of
women, Japan falls to place 17;
furthermore, Japanese women
earn only 51 per cent of what
Japanese men earn. The focus of
the Report is on people’s par-
ticipation and it clearly points to
the need for women’s participa-
tion to berecognized and assured.
Thirty-seven per cent of UNDP
grants will go to poverty allevia-
tion and people’s participation
Programmes.
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In response to the grow-
ing disparities between rich and
poor and the trend towards the
feminization of poverty, the
World Health Organization has

recognized the need to consider
the broader aspects relating to
health and specifically that of
women. In a progress report by
the Director-General on the
women, health and development
programime, 17/ women, as the
primary providers of health care,
are viewed in the wider context
of their integration into develop-
ment.

“The title of the pro-
gramme denotes the complex in-
terrelationships between the
health of women and their so-
cial, political, cultural and eco-
nomic situations as well as their
contribution to health and over-
all development.

“Along with the
sense of urgency
brought about as a re-
suftofeconomiccrises,
population growth and
environmental degra-
dation, there has been
the growing recognition
that these and'the other
basic problems of de-
velopment have a far
better chance of being
solved with greater in-
volvementofwormenas
active participants and
agents of change. In
the family, the health-
enhancing activities of
women relate to their
many roles. Women
are the health educa-
tors; women are the
primary processors,
storers and preparers
of food and are respon-
sible for nutrition.”



Time for action

In April 1972, atitseighth
session held over 20 years ago,
the Committee for Development
Planning focused attention on the
problems of mass poverty and
unemployment in developing
countries. Its views were pub-
lished in a document issued by
the Centre for Economic and
Social Information in which it is
stated: the “‘problems of mass
poverty are massive, growing and
urgent. These problems require
urgent attack”. 18/ A similarly
forceful line was taken in the
statement the Director of
UNIFEM made to the Commis-
sion on the Status of Women at
its thirty-seventh session: “as
the world once again becomes
distracted by the bombs that are
exploding, scant attention is be-
ing paid to the bomb thatis ticking
away. The poverty bomb”.

Already in 1972, the
special needs of poor women had
been clearly noted:

“It is generally over-
lookedthat alarge proportion
of the persons occupied in low
productivity service occupa-
tions are women, and many of
them are widows and deserted
women with children. Nearly
all such women are illiterate
and without vocational train-
ing. As industries in most de-
veloping countries recruit
mainly male workers, these
women are forced to support
themselves and their families
on work of such low produc-
tivity that malnutrition and
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high child mortality become a
characteristic of suchfamilies.
The solution to this type of
acute poverty must be found in
helping women to obiain
higher incomes by opening the
doors to industrial and other
wage-earning jobs and by
training them for more skiiled
work.” 19/

and yet, these suggestions are
still being heard today:

“Mass poverty continues
to be a dominating feature in the
developing countries, and un-
employment has assumed serious
proportions in many of them. ...
Even if people havesome sem-
blance of work, their productiv-
ity remains low. The continued
rural-to-urban migration of
people in search of better work
and incomes has further aggra-
vated the problem by spreading
slums and shanty towns and ex-
acerbating the misery of pov-

erry.

“... extreme and
persisting cases of un-
der-used human re-
sources and glaring
income inequalities are
typically rocted in insti-
tutional rigidities ... it
follows that pro-
grammes aimed at re-
ducing mass poverty
and unemployment
should be conceivedas
essential components
of the over-all process
of economic and social
planning. In some
cases, this may call for

substantial modifica-
tion to present ap-
proaches to planning,
in others, radically new
approaches may be re-
quired ... Itis difficult to
suggest a general
methodofsettling these
differences, since the
answer will depend
fargely on the political
pattern andthe prevail-
ing social environment
in individual countries
... Governments deter-
mined to combat pov-
erty should find means
of representing the in-
terests of all major sec-
tions of their societies,
particularly the eco-
nomically most disad-
vantagedandpolitically
weakest segments. ..."
(Sharon Capeling-
Alakija, Director,
UNIFEM)

Despite the continuing
evidence of increasing global
poverty, there are many encour-
aging examples of a changing
picture. The gender approach is
gaining acceptance and the whole
United Nations system, together
with many other affiliated or-
ganizations, is realizing its im-
portance in achieving the goals
for successful development, and
in finally eradicating poverty.

Nevertheless, there is a
long way to go and there are ever
increasing numbers of refugees
and people displaced from their
homes, because of famine orcivil
unrest in their nations. The



clearly devastating effects of the
acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome (AIDS) pandemic will
only add to the number of people,
and especially women and chil-
dren, who are left without a live-
lihood and forced to migrate to-
wards the urban conurbations in
search of work.

Itis important to heed the
warnings of the past and the
present and to ensure that the
new policies do not remain only
policies but are translated into
action plans that involve the
participation of women and men
at all levels. If the United Na-
tions reports and policies are not
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heeded and implemented at the
national level and with urgency,
the repercussions of poverty will
threaten the stability of a large
part of the world.

Tribute to
Ms. Chafika Meslem

On 1 June 1993 the Divi-
sion for the Advancement of
Women said goodbye to Ms.
Chafika Meslem, Director of the
Divisionsince 1981, Ms. Meslem
left to take up her new post as
Director of the Division for

Economic Cooperation among
Developing Countries in the sec-
retariat of the United Natons
Conference on Trade and Devel-
opment in Geneva. Ms, Meslem
had led the United Nations pro-
gramme for the advancement of
women for twelve years, includ-
ing during the Nairobi Confer-
ence, of which she was Deputy
Secretary-General . During her
period of leadership, the Divi-
sion began its work to imple-
ment the Nairobi Strategies. Ms.
Meslem has been a tireless de-
fender of women’s rights and
has left her mark on the work of
the organization.
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