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Statement on the occasion of the Commemoration of International Woman Day, 8th March 2008 by the Director of Women, Gender and Development Directorate, Mrs Litha Musyimi-Ogana.
The International Woman Day is almost a century old since it is was first proposed as a day to remember and celebrate women long struggle to gender equality. Historically, it was in the year of 1857 when women working in a textile factory in New Yorkmatched for better working conditions. This was the actual beginning of women’s struggle to gain recognition.

The International Women’s Day has evolved over time and its commemoration was proposed for the first time in 1910 by Mrs Clara Zetkin during the second international conference of socialist women. This German feminist who was a teacher, journalist and a politician had proposed that this international women’s day become an annual manifestation of women’s right to vote and equality. From1911, onwards, the demonstrations similar to the one held in NewYork were organized in many European countries to acknowledge and apply women’s rights and emphasis the need for women’s rights especially during the industrial revolution.

By 1945, the International Women’s Day had become a tradition in the whole world.

The United Nations started to observe International Women’s Day only in 1975, and in fact in it was during the first International Conference on Women held in Mexico in 1975 that the call for gender equality was recognized and endorsed by the UN.  

On the 8th of March 1977 the UN established this day as the International Women’s Day. 
 The speech which the Secretary General of the United Nations makes each year is the testimony of the importance the international community attaches to the date of March 8th.

The question is why after 33 years it is still necessary to dedicate one special day in the calendar to women?

Each year a theme is chosen in celebration of this international Women Day; in 2008, the theme is: “Investing in Women and Girls¨                         

 If the Agreement in the Convention of the United Nations on women’s political rights grants women the same rights as men for equality of participation in political life,  the International Agreement of 1966 of the same Convention related to economic, social and cultural rights recognizes the rights of women to enjoy  economic, social and cultural benefits. This Agreement which came into force on January 3rd 1976 provides under its Article 27 subparagraph 1 that ¨ The present Agreement shall enter into force three months after the date of deposit with the Secretary-General of the United Nations of the thirty-fifth instrument of ratification or accession.¨ 

As per article 27 subparagraph 2 of this Agreement of 1966, this Agreement becomes law as soon as it is ratified by a Member State “For each State that ratifies or accedes to this present Agreement after the deposit of the thirty-fifth instrument of ratification or instrument of accession, the present Agreement shall enter into force three months after the date of the deposit of the instrument of ratification or accession of that State”

Therefore, today, it is not surprising to see that the International community is concerned with a section of the population that does not benefit or that benefits less from these universal rights.

In fact if women had fought and continue to fight to have their civil and political rights recognized and applied, they are also not indifferent to the ceaseless violations of their socio-economic and cultural rights.

Economic Rights of Women
Article 3 of the International Agreement on economic, social and cultural rights declares that “The State Parties to the present Agreement should undertake to ensure that men and women enjoy equally economic, social and cultural rights as set forth in the present Agreement.”
The choice of the theme for the International Women Day 2008 also stems from this legal arrangement to give particular focus to Women and Girls.

I think that this theme calls for a reflection on the status of women who constitute the poorest layer of the population in spite of their undisputed participation in the various economic activities of the society.

This unfavourable situation which women and young girls encounter is due to various reasons.

· in the field of education and training :

The young girl has difficulty to access basic education due to many stereotypes which want the place of the young girl to be close to her mother in order to help the latter in the kitchen and in other housework. Even in cases where she has the opportunity to go to school, the young girl, is often obliged to leave school or is married off early by her parents to prevent her losing her virginity (in certain religions) or because she represents a source of revenue for the dowry which would be paid by her in-laws. Early pregnancies of young girls are also frequent causes of school drop out.

If they cannot have the opportunity to go to school, the young girls and women should benefit from skills training. But again these training are very often expensive. This sex-based discrimination results in lack of qualification for young girls and women making them disadvantaged persons in the society.

· In the field of Health 

Women are much more affected by the lack of access to structures and medicines that a big cross section of the world population is confronted with. In fact the expectant mother is more exposed to malaria, HIV/AIDS and other related diseases. The antiretroviral drugs are not always free of charge in all countries and not all villages and communities have midwives or matrons. The living conditions of women in communities, notably in Africa are still deplorable and even go from bad to worse.

Means of exit from female poverty

¨ Investing in Women and Girls¨ is a program or better still a social program involving sustainable development. If we want a developed society, it is necessary to give everybody the same rights and chances to succeed.

Article 6-2. that provides that “Measures that each State Party to the present Agreement will take to ensure the full exercise of this right must include guidance, technical and vocational training, elaboration of programmes, policies and techniques to achieve steady economic, social and cultural development and full and productive employment under conditions that safeguard fundamental political and economic freedoms for the individual.” 

Commits Signatory  States to this Agreement to take all appropriate measures so that each citizen can enjoy his economic and social rights in the society.

With regard to young girls and women, it would be a question of eliminating all the social injustices to which they are confronted by taking the following measures:

· To help and encourage illiterate women and uneducated girls to be trained to take up profitable jobs that would help them take care of themselves.

· To build technical training centres paying due attention to do away with job stereotypes for girls such as sewing, hairstyling, hotel business etc. Girls also need to be trained in jobs that are seen to be difficult or meant for men. They must also go to military academies, the police force, fire brigade wood work, medicine etc. Obviously, the girls must be encouraged to study science.

Women are entitled to wages equal and equitable with that of men. In fact, this is declared in and supported by the International Agreement on economic rights by which all State Parties recognize in particular that the Fair wages and equal remuneration for work of equal value without distinction of any kind, in particular women being guaranteed conditions of work not inferior to those enjoyed by men, with equal pay for equal work.

To prevent pregnant working mothers from being slighted due to her biological or morphological condition, the Agreement in its article 10 provides that States Parties to the present Agreement recognize that:

¨ Special protection should be accorded to mothers during a reasonable period before and after childbirth. During such period working mothers should be accorded paid leave or leave with adequate social security benefits¨

Let us recall that the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of discrimination against Women of the United Nations (CEDAW) comes to reinforce women’s political social and economical rights. The committee of the UN that is working on this convention (CEDAW) made recommendations relating to equal pay/salary for work of equal value, and for work of women in family companies in rural or urban set ups that is not remunerated. 

The topic of ¨Investing on Women and Girls¨ shows awareness on the part of the international community towards the social and financial situation of women. Allocating them micro credits and making gender responsive budgeting by creating funds in favour of young girls and women, creating companies where women would not be employed as cheap labourers but rather based on their worth, would help in the development of the entire family. Teaching and introducing young girls and women to information and communication technology such as internet, community radios, telecommunication. Teaching girls and training women, protecting the pregnant mother from malaria and HIV/AIDS, establishing a reproductive health policy.

According to the Report on the world population 2005 made public by the UNFPA:
“Each year, approximately 529.000 women die of causes related to pregnancy which are almost entirely avoidable. Lack of access to modern contraceptives is the main cause of approximately 76 million non desired pregnancies in the developing world and approximately 19 million abortions performed under dangerous conditions worldwide each year. In most cases, the resulting consequence is infirmity or death.”


These measures will allow reduction, in infant and maternal mortality, prostitution of young girls and a better training for women.  

Family planning meaning less number of children in good health and well educated is a beneficial investment project for girls and women.

The leaders of the African continent in addition to all their international engagements, adopted in 2003 in the Declaration of Maputo, a Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa which recognizes socio-economic and cultural rights of women in particular with regards to equal access to employment, equal remuneration, enhancement of the value of women domestic work. In 2004, the African Heads of State and Government again adopted a Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality in Africa. Article 11 of this Solemn Declaration provides for the establishment of a Special Investment Fund for African Women to support women entrepreneurship, possibly for management by the African Development Bank. This project will very soon take off after the Continental Conference in Malawi from March 17th to 19th 2008.

The objectives of this conference are:

: 

1. Revisit the status of implementation of action plans at global and continental levels on the empowerment of African women.

2. Assess the findings of the study on the creation of Trust Fund 

3. Assess the funds of the AU/NEPAD/ECA/Desk Study on participation of Women in the Economy

4. From the (2) & (3) above propose mechanism for creation and operation of African Woman Trust Fund.

5. Examine critically challenges that the African Union may confront in implementing decision no Assembly/AU/Dec.134-164 (VIII).

6. Share experience and lessons learnt from Presentations on existing Trust Funds for Women in Africa.

7.  Objective Role of ICT in increasing access to financial resources

8.   Explore and propose a Roll out framework and Road Map for the establishment of the African Trust Fund for Women 

My closing remarks are addressed first of all to African women in particular, and then to African leaders in general.

I would like to urge women to take cognisance of their economic and social rights which are often dismissed or slighted. Women must know that they should no longer financially rely on men, but on themselves, because they also have potentials - and very often even more capacities to generate more income than ¨their men¨. The experience in several African countries has proved it to us. There is the case of the ¨Nana Benz of Togo¨.  Women can form themselves more easily in co-operatives and groupings than men.

To finish my speech, I will urge all African leaders and policy makers to ratify and implement the AU instruments in favour of women especially that all these instruments call for ¨Investing in Women and Young Girls¨.

I  thank  you.
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