As we all know, the UN Millennium Declaration, adopted in September 2000 by the largest gathering of world leaders in history, intends to reduce extreme poverty by 2015, through a series of Goals, Targets and Indicators.

Each and every one of the goals aims to act on a specific, and of course highly relevant, matter. However, today we are here to discuss several issues related to MDG 3, which is to promote gender equality and empower women and I would like us to reflect on how this goal has an underlying presence throughout all the Goals and whether or not we actually are moving towards an achievement of gender equality and women empowerment.

The target action of MDG3 is to eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education no later than 2015, and progress towards this target is measured through four indicators:

-  Ratio of girls to boys in primary, secondary and tertiary education (UNESCO)

-  Ratio of literate women to men, 15-24 years old (UNESCO)

-  Share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector (ILO)

-  Proportion of seats held by women in national parliament (IPU)

Reports seem to indicate that slowly some progress is being achieved through all these indicators, even if their global levels are still low. The question arises, though, of whether this goal, its target and indicators are enough to promote gender equality and women’s autonomy and empowerment. And my answer to that is clear: No.

As it is defined, this goal lays the foundation, the basis on which gender equality and women empowerment’s roots may be built. However, these are not enough indicators to measure or to promote a change in deeply rooted cultural beliefs and traditions.

The 2009 Millennium Development Goals Report shows that in the developed regions as a whole, enrolment rates in primary and secondary school are equal for male and female children. Regarding MDG3, Europe has excellent rates of girls’ enrolment in primary school, when compared to boys’ and also secondary school enrolment is also very high. We can even go deeper and find out that in Europe, women’s enrolment and completion of university degrees surpass those of men as women represent about 59% of university graduates. However, according to Eurostat, women are still disproportionately represented in the labour market, with a 73% employment rate among men, against a 59% rate among women in 2008. There is also a gender segregation of the labour market, both on what concerns the fields of work and the quality of employment, with a tendency for women to be occupying inferior status jobs, with lower pay and poorer working conditions. This shows us that school enrolment in primary school and even completion of secondary or tertiary education, are not adequate targets and indicators for a goal as wide as the promotion of gender equality.

Until we can witness an egalitarian distribution of labour, tasks and chores between men and women we cannot expect gender equality to surface. 

Until we can witness equal access to medical care and information we cannot expect gender equality to surface.

Until we can witness women accessing ownership and power in all its dimensions we cannot expect gender equality to surface. 

What have we been witnessing then that indicates that we are closer to this goal today than we were 9 years ago when it was defined? How have policies and particularly European policies contributed to this goal? What is the role of NGOs in achieving this goal? And how relevant can really be MDG3?

Europe has stated a commitment to achieving the MDGs by 2015 and the European Commission considers to have made a substantial contribution to the efforts of the international community. However, the fact that pursuing the same policies is not the way to achieve these goals is also recognized. Most of the measures the EU has taken consider the position Europe has as a role-model for developing countries as well as the intervention Europe can have in these countries. They do not focus on what Europe can do to improve its own situation, as if everything had already been achieved when it has not. The promotion of women’s employability and entrepreneurship as well as strategies to promote the conciliation of work, family and personal lives must be a priority. Fighting gender stereotypes, domestic violence and human traffic, must be a priority. A gender mainstreaming approach in all aspects of political life must be a priority. 

The European Commission’s proposals relating to parental leave covering incentives for fathers to take parental leave, protection of employment rights and prohibition of discrimination, the duration of and payment for such leave, flexibility in taking parental leave lack implementation. Measures that have in fact been highlighted and that include quality and affordable care facilities for children and other dependants, new ways of working (including telework) and other reconciliation options are far from being a reality for most European citizens.

When it comes to European policies, the so called Lisbon Strategy may be the European Union’s strongest approach to the Millennium Development Goals, although it wasn’t aimed specifically at them. Intending to generate growth as well as to increase and improve the job market by investing in people’s skills, the greening of the economy and innovation, the Lisbon Strategy has set priorities on issues such as training, entrepreneurship and small businesses (SME). Clearly many small amounts of help awarded to many small organizations may have quite a large impact on the overall effect of this fight against poverty. In this matter, NGO’s have proved to be very strong allies, with the Structural Funds (namely the European Social Fund and PROGRESS Programme) being used to achieve many goals at once, working to reduce differences in prosperity and living standards across EU Member States and regions, to implement the objectives of the European Union in employment, social affairs and equal opportunities and covering actions against discrimination, equality between men and women, employment measures and the overall fight against social exclusion.

NGOs have a role in the design of anti-discrimination and equity legislation but also a role in the advocacy for the improvement of the situation of minorities and vulnerable groups and a role as a provider of information to people about their rights and where to find support. NGOs need to have available sufficient funding to allow them to work, monitor and report on the status of gender and other forms of discrimination across regions and countries but also, through staff training in specific matters, to properly assist those that come to them for help.

European NGO’s, such as ANJAF, have been using Government and European funds in order to reach many of the goals that we have all set out to reach, aiming to promote change through concrete actions. NGO’s have throughout their history focused on the fight for social inclusion, based on the underlying values of equality, justice and progress. With that in mind, providing training and specific services for those that are the most vulnerable when it comes to exclusion, becomes a priority - not a modern priority but a permanent one. By improving someone’s skills, offering them tools to better equip them to deal with the future as well as by reinforcing their self-efficacy, we are striving to reduce poverty. By giving them free access to information technologies and the knowledge to use those technologies, we are fighting for inclusion. By offering parental training to a wide range of families we are looking out for the future, not only to better serve the children of today but also to better prepare the men and women of tomorrow that will be key in what the future will bring to all of us. 

And in parental training may lay an important portion of the fight for gender equality and one we do not often realize. Raising awareness among men and women for the importance that shared responsibilities, equal duties and equal rights have in the balance and health of a given family, as well as by reinforcing the idea that children need the presence and influence of both their parents, steps are being taken not only aiming to change one specific couple’s situation but also the education for gender equality that that one couple will provide its children. Many single drops put together create an ocean and it is the ocean that we are aiming for, one drop at a time.

Women remain the most active caretakers of their homes and families. Gender stereotyped family patterns and limited access to childcare have as a consequence the clear limitation of women’s work possibilities. It is urgent to work on promoting flexible work arrangements that allow both men and women to reconcile their professional and private lives. It is necessary to develop a quality and affordable network of care facilities for dependents, whether they are children or elderly. It is necessary to create the conditions that allow men to have a more intervening role as a caregiver in the family, namely by promoting flexible parental leave schemes, shared by both parents. It is mandatory to involve men in the fight for gender equality. Most actions have been targeting women as the agents and primary beneficiaries of change, as if men weren’t a part of the society and traditions we are trying to promote a change in; in reality, men have a key role in promoting a change both in the workplace and in mainstream culture.

Several of these actions were already recommended and agreed upon in 2002, as the Barcelona Commitments defined, for instance, that effective work should continue to be done concerning barriers and disincentives for female labour force participation by, inter alia, improving the provision of childcare facilities. However, knowing that these commitments intended to see results by 2010, we are still quite far from where we intended to be. 

Let’s not forget that equality between men and women is a fundamental right and a pillar of democracy. One cannot uphold the democratic ideals and then dismiss its core. Gender equality must be a priority. Women empowerment must be a global commitment. Gender mainstreaming must be a reality. We have the tools to accomplish what we intended, let’s use them and make it come true.
